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ABSTRACT
Exemplary Urban Unified District Superintendents Leading With Transformational
Strategies During the COVID-19 Global Health Crisis
by Sandra Hernandez
Purpose: The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to lead in crisis using the
five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning) during the COVID-19
pandemic. In addition, it was the purpose to understand and describe the experiences of
exemplary leaders during a time of crisis.
Methodology: In this qualitative multiple case study, interviews were used to secure data
from exemplary urban unified district superintendents to identify and describe the
strategies they used to lead during the COVID-19 global health crisis.
Findings: Exemplary urban unified district superintendents interviewed for this research
described the importance of communication, collaboration, self-reflection, strategic crisis
leadership and management related to the five critical tasks, sense making, decision
making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning.
Conclusions: By identifying and describing strategies exemplary urban unified district
superintendents used to lead during the COVID-19 health pandemic, it was concluded
that current and aspiring urban superintendents must be supported with the strategies to
strengthen their leadership in times of crisis to best support their organizations.
Recommendations: Further research is recommended, to replicating this study with a
broader population of superintendents, including women. It is recommended to include
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social justice in the five critical tasks of leadership, and that the aspiring urban
superintendent academy prepares and supports in depth with crisis leadership and
management strategies to build successful leaders.
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PREFACE
Following discussions and explorations regarding the opportunity to study crisis
leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic using Boin, ‘t Hart, Stern, and Sundelius’s
(2017) five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership, two faculty researchers and eight
doctoral students discovered a common interest in studying the strategies exemplary
leaders used to lead in crisis using the five critical tasks of sense making, decision
making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning. This resulted in a
thematic study conducted by a research team of eight doctoral students. The thematic
research team applied the Boin et al. (2017) framework to exemplary leaders in various
fields and organizations.
The thematic research team and two faculty researchers determined that a
qualitative multiple case design was most appropriate for the study of exemplary leaders
and their crisis leadership. Exemplary leaders were selected by each peer researcher from
various public, government, for-profit, and nonprofit organizations to study the strategies
and experiences of crisis leadership. Each researcher interviewed five participants for the
multiple case study. To ensure thematic consistency, the team cocreated the purpose
statement, the research questions, the definitions, the interview questions, and the study
procedures.
Throughout the study, the term peer researcher was used to refer to the other
researchers who conducted this thematic study. The thematic team members and the
exemplary leader population they studied are Raymond Andry, superintendents of urban
elementary K-8 districts; Broadus Brooks, U.S. Navy civil service leaders (GS12+);
Marvin Cooks, U.S. Army command sergeant major; Lutfullah Faareedzia, city
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managers; Sandra Hernandez, urban unified district superintendents; Raymond Maturino,
U.S. Navy officers (command/dept. heads); Maya McMahan, U.S. Army financial
managers/senior noncommissioned officers; and Valissa Tisdale, U.S. Navy command
master chiefs.

xvi

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Crisis management has been discussed and recognized by educational institutions
for many years. Creating a school district crisis management plan and protocols for
school preparedness has been given time and attention since the Denver Columbine High
School shooting in 1999 and the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 (Estep, 2013).
School crisis management is led by school leaders. The leader with the main role and
decision-making is the district superintendent. The role of the superintendent has
evolved and become quite intricate in the 21st century in leading and managing in times
of crisis (Björk, Kowalski, & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014; Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 2001;
Kowalski, 2005; Kowalski & Brunner, 2011). Superintendents face multiple challenges
of inadequate school financial support, changing priorities in curriculum, high-stakes
assessments, system accountabilities, inequities in technology, a constant demand of
leadership, community pressure, and increased exposure to criticism (Brunner, Grogan, &
Björk, 2002; Byrd, Drews, & Johnson, 2006; Glass et al., 2001; Journell, 2007).
In addition, superintendents are faced with multiple crises that frequently occur in
the world, as is evident by numerous news and headline stories of earthquakes, floods,
and hurricanes (Vargo & Seville, 2011). One example is the homicide of George Floyd
on May 25, 2020, which led to months of protests and civil unrest, reimaging the nation’s
law enforcement approach from the Black Lives Matter movement (Center for Disaster
Philanthropy, 2021; Times Staff, 2020). Additionally, the 2020 California wildfires have
placed climate change at the forefront of climate crisis discussion, impacting California’s
landscape and its citizens (Reddick, 2021). In 2020, K-12 superintendents were faced
with COVID-19, an unexpected global health pandemic crisis and the deaths and disease
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it causes (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020). Superintendents were tasked to lead and manage
during this global health pandemic along with the multiple demands, political obstacles,
student achievement, high-stakes tests, curriculum and instruction, school board
governance issues, labor negotiations, employee ethical conduct, lack of highly qualified
teachers, and financial and racial inequities (Combe, 2020; Dionne, Patrick, Deschaine, &
Frances, 2020; Ferguson, 2020; Starr, 2020). Coexisting with the challenges school
superintendents face, the recent COVID-19 health crisis has required school
superintendents to close schools; provide distance learning for all students; and reopen
when an alignment exists with health, safety, and the sanitation recommended by the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2021) in conjunction with the
California Department of Public Health (CDPH).
According to the CDC, an estimated 18% of nearly 646,000 teachers of all public
and private schools are older than age 55, and 45% of U.S. adults are at increased risk for
complications from COVID-19 (Bailey & Schurz, 2020). As a result, a significant
challenge facing superintendents in reopening schools was the insufficiency of vaccines
for school personnel to resume face-to-face instruction. Additional complications exist
when school staff may have personal beliefs that preclude vaccination. Before a safe
reopening, superintendents will need to continue consulting with public health officials to
ensure staff, students, and the community are safe to the best of their ability.
The coronavirus has created radically pandemic politics, governmental issues, and
the pressing requirement for strategic choices that address the impacts of political
partisanship encompassing the dangerous view of the coronavirus (Adolph, Amano,
Bang-Jensen, Fullman, & Wilkerson, 2020; Barrios & Hochberg, 2020). School closures
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and remote learning have impacted communities, families, and educators. School
superintendents have had to step into unfamiliar territory addressing contemporary issues
for which there are no easy answers. The closure of schools places superintendents
repeatedly in the middle of abounding political, economic, and social conflict (Bower &
Hardy, 2004; Hobbs & Hawkins, 2020).
The COVID-19 virus has impacted education globally, leaving school
superintendents to make rapid decisions to preserve K-12 education while maintaining a
social responsibility to learning and ensuring student and staff safety (Keefe, 2020).
School superintendents are trying to make sense of COVID-19 and develop new and
creative strategies to address the crisis during these uncertain times (Sawyers, 2020).
During the coronavirus pandemic, schools were the wellspring of hope in promoting
community resilience and rebuilding student and teacher academic, physical, social,
emotional, and cultural health (Fay, Levinson, Stevens, Brighouse, & Geron, 2020).
Despite the massive number of challenges that superintendents face during COVID-19,
ultimately, it is the school superintendent’s duty to confront the difficulties, carry the
burden, and courageously provide leadership to the school district, staff, students, and
community during times of crisis (A. Miller, Wyttenbach, & Nuzzi, 2020).
Background
Historically, school superintendents have been the most crucial and influential
leaders in the American public school system (Callahan, 1966; Glass, 2006). However,
in the 21st century, the school superintendent’s role requires a change from managers of
resources and systems to a transformational leader (Björk et al., 2014). The new roles as
a strategic visionary, cultural tone-setter, and coach are hallmark of leadership (Kowalski,
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2005). Leaders must be clear in their expectations and hold their team to high standards
Marzano and Waters (2005). According to Callahan (1966), the school superintendent
must exercise four specific jobs: scholarly educational leader, business executive,
educational statesman, and applied social scientist. McCorry (1978) effectively called
attention to school superintendents who demonstrate the conduct of these four
components at various places and occasions. This is evident as the superintendent’s
position is situational, governed by board members and local conditions. This duality of
roles is especially true when dealing with the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic (Glass,
2006; Schmuhl, 2020a). As the COVID-19 crisis evolved, it impacted multiple
infrastructures in organizations, school districts, and affected citizens’ lives; therefore,
superintendents had to adjust their roles based on this dynamic situation.
One of the most critical institutions impacted by the coronavirus pandemic is
education. In 2020, educational leaders were left to make rapid decisions to preserve
K-12 education while maintaining a social responsibility of learning and the safety of
students and staff members (Keefe, 2020). As chief administrators of school districts,
superintendents were responsible for making recommendations to a board of education
regarding actions to take during the coronavirus health crisis, which brought higher
demands to the superintendent’s roles.
Crisis Leadership and Management
In the 1930s, the U.S. government began implementing an emergency
management system to support organizations and leaders to be ready for unprecedented
times (Haddow, Bullock, & Coppola, 2017). Despite emergency management efforts, a
disconnect between government agencies and the state governors existed because of an
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absence of a leading federal agency for emergency management (Haddow et al., 2017).
Subsequently, state governors and later President Jimmy Carter streamlined the process
and assessed the National Governors Association (NGA), which would support
consolidating the federal emergency management activities (Haddow et al., 2017). To
support the emergency management activities, a comprehensive emergency management
framework that addresses the phases (mitigation, preparation, response, and recovery)
was identified by the NGA for policy and research in 1979 (Baird, 2010). The NGA’s
role was to consolidate the existing policies, programs, organizations, and operations to
have a shared vision for its many leaders during a crisis.
In 2021, FEMA’s responsibility was to lead the nation’s efforts to prepare,
support, and respond during the global health crisis of COVID-19. FEMA (2021) in
conjunction with the CDC (2021), President Biden’s plan, and other federal agencies, is
attempting to respond to the coronavirus threat, public well-being, and economic crisis.
As the World Health Organization (WHO) announced the high rates of coronavirus cases
and related fatalities, the nation continued to experience the need for a roadmap and a
national strategic response to guide the American people and their leaders. Global health
security also requires U.S. leadership to predict a better response for a future health
pandemic (Gostin, Friedman, & Wetter, 2021).
Crisis Leadership and Management in Schools
The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted American’s everyday lives, health,
schooling, and economic growth (Harris & Jones, 2020). School superintendents are
confronted with making decisions for remote learning, for safely reopening schools, and
with many uncertainties because of the coronavirus pandemic. School leaders are
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working with high demands during these unprecedented times in which the public
pressure to lead is more significant than ever, yet at the start of the pandemic, there was
no guide for school leaders during the COVID-19 global pandemic. The CDC issued
pandemic-related guidance including for public schools. Across the duration of the
pandemic, this guidance was revised to meet the changing dynamics. The California
Department of Public Health (CDPH, 2021) was in charge of the state frameworks and
supports to help school communities prepare for when and how to safely return to inperson instruction for the 2020 and 2021-2022 school years and for the foreseeable
future. In addition, local county health departments provide ongoing information and
directives to assist school superintendents and school boards in making informed
decisions.
Urban Superintendent Challenges
According to the National Archives and Records Administration, urban areas are
identified as densely developed residential, commercial territory with a large city
population of 50,000 or more people as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau (2021). The
Report on the Condition of Education 2021 examined the disruptions brought by COVID19 to school districts (Irwin et al., 2021). The disruptions were greater in urban districts
where superintendents faced additional challenges and disparities in leading Title I
schools; subpopulations; foster youth; English learners; students with disabilities; and
gifted, homeless, and minority students (Irwin et al., 2021).
Theoretical Foundations
In today’s uncertain world, employees look for their leaders to meet the demands
of the organization. However, leaders themselves are using sense making to determine
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how to lead their organization as a crisis evolves in the world. To best understand how a
school leader leads in times of crisis, it is essential to describe and understand leadership
theories that guide research and inform practice (Mango, 2018). It should be noted that
numerous theories and leadership explanations exist and have been refined over time with
the current literature (Nawaz & Khan, 2016). Although multiple theories apply to govern
leadership, the following theories have been selected to represent foundational concepts
to support school superintendents’ crisis leadership during the COVID-19 national health
pandemic.
Leader Member Exchange Theory
The leader member exchange theory was explained by Cropanzano, Dasborough,
and Weiss (2017). These authors described the significance of having a positive
connection among school leaders and members of an organization. During the COVID19 pandemic, school superintendents required leadership styles to support them in
relationship building with their subordinates (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021). The interactions
between school superintendents, board governance, principals, teachers, and the school
community benefit stakeholders with positive praise and understanding the emotions that
could impact interpersonal relationships during virtual team building. Also, Gutermann,
Lehmann‐Willenbrock, Boer, Born, and Voelpel (2017) asserted that job satisfaction,
commitment, and performance are positive variables described in the leader-member
exchange theory.
Transformational Theory
Transformational theory is a perspective of education derived from a particular
worldview and philosophy adopted by modern leaders in education (Berkovich, 2016).
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As humans try to make sense and make meaning of their daily lives and the world, it can
be argued that transformation is the perspective of having a more equitable place to live
through a holistic approach (Taylor, 2017). The transformational theory is grounded on
the shared values, beliefs, and goals that impact organizational goal attainment (Nawaz &
Khan, 2016).
Political Theory
According to the political science field of public law and the legal system and
influence of politics in society, the political theory examines the concepts shaped by
freedom, equality, democracy, and justice so people become engaged citizens.
Educational leaders must continue to understand and examine the laws and content that
regulate their organizations and legal requirements to lead under crisis and ensure equity
and values (Ansell & Torfing, 2016). Leaders have followed organizational logic to deal
with the multiple pressures and challenges during COVID-19 while dealing with internal
and external politics and competing with the approval from the people they serve
(Schmuhl, 2020a).
Social Inequity Theory
According to Sørensen (1996), the social inequity theory studies the processes and
structures of inequalities in the social system. The social inequity theory has left
individuals and groups comparing themselves to others and feeling discriminated against
and has led to revolt by taking collective action in society (Power, Madsen, & Morton,
2020). During national crises and disasters and health emergencies such as COVID-19, it
has been apparent that the most vulnerable in the U.S. population are more at risk and
carry the burden of the crisis and its effects (Fortuna, Tolou-Shams, Robles-Ramamurthy,
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& Porche, 2020). A. White, Liburd, and Coronado (2021) argued that health disparities
and social inequities in children who had already experienced poverty were at a greater
disadvantage during COVID-19 due to limited access to academic support and digital
technology needed for online learning.
Situational Theory
Grunig’s situational theory explains how leaders perceive and use public relations
to communicate with diverse audiences (Kim & Grunig, 2011). Grunig’s example on the
situational theory is how active communicators are information consumers about the
issues they experience and have higher cognition, which leads to action based on
informed decisions. According to Grunig and Grunig (2011), there are three elements
that influence the validity of a leader’s application of the situational theory: problem
recognition, constraint recognition, and level of participation.
Theoretical Framework
Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
The COVID-19 pandemic threw the world and the public school system into
unprecedented times that were likened to continual churning waves of changing realities
and uncertainties (Niehoff, 2021). According to Floyd (2020), everyone, from the media,
the staff, the students, and the local politicians, was looking to the district superintendent
for advice, but “there was no playbook for how to deal with a global pandemic that shuts
down schools (and much of the U.S. economy) for months at a time” (p. 3). A school
superintendent’s role required strategic crisis leadership and management during the
COVID-19 health pandemic. Boin, ‘t Hart, Stern, and Sundelius (2017) identified five
critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision-making and
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coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning) that can support school
superintendents in leading and managing effectively during a health crisis, such as the
COVID-19 pandemic (see Figure 1).
Sense Making
In a crisis, leaders must quickly assess the situation and try to make sense in order
to make informed decisions. When there is a crisis, a leader becomes a crisis manager
who seeks to gather information and understand the underlying root of the situation and
the big picture based on the available information (Boin & Renaud, 2013). Based on this,
a leader becomes strategic and operational and is expected to respond to multiple
demands.
Decision Making and Coordination
Decision-making and coordination are referred to as making the “hard calls” on
issues that demand a reliable response when a situation is unclear and volatile (Boin &
McConnell, 2007). Contemporary leaders make decisions and coordinate while knowing
very little when infrastructures break down, leading to further problems.
Meaning Making
According to Boin et al. (2017), meaning making is defined as a two-part process
during a crisis. First, a leader must demonstrate the ability to provide a straightforward
narrative, explain the situation, provide a rational “why,” and propose a solution.
Second, inspirational leaders inspire confidence during a crisis through an analytical and
convincing narrative (Boin et al., 2017). The goal of a leader is to make meaning of a
situation and to influence and convince affected citizens that they are being protected
(Boin, Stern, & Sundelius, 2016).
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The Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
Sense Making

Decision Making and
Coordination

Meaning Making

Accounting
Learning

The process by which leaders give meaning to their collective
experiences and develop plausible images to comprehend,
understand, explain and predict during a crisis. It is a way of
processing, communicating and problem solving, leading to
actions that make sense and give meaning.
The process of making well-informed decisions that delineate a
clear course of action, through analysis, planning, communication,
collaboration, and cooperation between partners and the expected
value to mitigate the crisis response.
The communication of an account of a crisis situation to those
directly affected, factually presenting a narrative that shows
empathy and instills confidence in their framing of the crisis and
response measures to establish sense of direction and hope to
reduce fear and anxiety.
Taking personal responsibility for identifying and accepting a
crisis, while taking actions to achieve goals and answering to the
community for the results.
Determining causes, assessing the strength and weaknesses of the
responses, and taking actions based on new understanding; then
recalibrating existing beliefs, policies, and organizational structure
supporting the success of the organization.

Figure 1. The five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership. From The Politics of Crisis
Management: Public Leadership Under Pressure (2nd ed.), by A. Boin, P. ‘t Hart, E. Stern, and
B. Sundelius, 2017, p. 15. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press
(https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316339756).

Accounting

Contemporary leaders continue to face operational and political aspects of crisis
management. Firestone (2020) identified that some crises, such as global warming and
water management, the global AIDS epidemic, and the COVID-19 pandemic, have
considerably more significance than others. Additionally, leaders, must have an
accountability process and a strategy to bring about trust and validity to citizens,
institutional and political leaders (Boin et al., 2017). Accountability impacts everyone in
an organization and the decisions made before, during, and after the crisis response.
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Learning
Although crises can be challenging for any leader to manage, they also present
learning opportunities. The literature has explained that scholars have defined learning in
multiple ways. Boin et al. (2017) described learning as gathering new information and
ideas and applying them to policy issues and learning from a crisis while sustaining
motivation to work in the organization.
Gap in the Research
Although literature exists on crisis management, a gap is evident in school
superintendents leading and managing during a national health pandemic. This study fills
the research gap in identifying and describing strategies exemplary California urban
unified district superintendents used to lead during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. This
study may also provide school leaders with the necessary research and data on preparing
school superintendents with the strategies necessary from the micro to the macrolevel of
leadership during a time of crisis. Furthermore, this study will also benefit school
governance, teachers, students, parents, and communities from an exemplary school
superintendent’s leadership.
Statement of the Research Problem
According to the CDC (2021), global health experts for years have recommended
to prepare for a health crisis. As of July 14, 2021, a total of 33,797,400 COVID-19 cases
had been reported in the United States (CDPH, 2021). The CDC recommends
vaccination for ages 12 and older to reduce the risk of people spreading the multiple
variants of the virus that causes COVID-19. In addition, the CDC continues to identify
the common practices to prevent post-COVID conditions by getting vaccinated against
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COVID-19, wearing a mask that covers the nose and mouth, and avoiding large crowds
and poorly ventilated indoor spaces. Despite the CDC recommendations, not all citizens
are following the health guidelines, leaving the coronavirus outbreak to continue posing a
high threat to U.S. citizens and the people around the world.
The COVID-19 crisis continued to impact the U.S. education system during 2021.
The National Center for Education Statistics (2021) and The Washington Post (Meckler
& Natanson, 2020) estimated that with more than 55 million K-12 children in the United
States missing school because of COVID-19, children will fall behind academically.
States and school districts have made significant efforts to improve distance learning;
challenges such as having the tools and resources for students to thrive in a remote
academic environment are evident (Dorn, Hancock, Sarakatsannis, & Viruleg, 2020).
Also, the disparities of minority students learning increased during distance learning.
According to Dorn et al. (2020), “Students of color were about three to five months
behind in learning; white students were about one to three months behind” (p. 2). It is
still unclear to school leaders and researchers how effective virtual learning will be due to
the lack of experience K-12 teachers have with online instruction, the instructional
content, and the digital divide (Chandra et al., 2020; Kuhfeld et al., 2020). With statelevel, social distancing regulations and school closure measures intended to decrease the
coronavirus spread, school superintendents have been plunged into a leadership and
decision-making role never before experienced (Adolph et al., 2020). As school
superintendents consider reopening schools as an urgent and national priority, the federal
government’s need to accelerate research relevant to school reopening to support
educational leaders is necessary (Sharfstein & Morphew, 2020).
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Society recognizes the health care system, the economy, and K-12 schools as
essential institutions (Porter, 2020). Public schools have had a critical role in student
learning; social and emotional health; and building the resilience of staff, students, and
community during the COVID-19 pandemic (Fay et al., 2020). Therefore, leading a
public school system during a global health crisis has intensified school superintendents’
political, economic, and social conflicts (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020). As school
superintendents address the students, teachers, and families’ physical, social-emotional,
and instructional needs, new strategies are necessary to lead in times of crisis (Boin &
McConnell, 2007; Hubbard, Mackey, & Supovitz, 2020).
Society relies on the school superintendent’s strategic leadership to be prepared
and manage in times of crisis (Boin & McConnell, 2007). The five critical tasks of
strategic crisis leadership were created to help and support crisis leaders to manage
unforeseen situations (Boin, Kuipers, & Overdijk, 2013). The theoretical framework of
the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership supports crisis leaders in responding to
operational and strategic tasks (Boin et al., 2013). Compared with other crises, the
impact of COVID-19 was unprecedented and requires analysis of crisis leadership
(Macnamara, 2021). Starr (2020) acknowledged that leading during a crisis is not what
superintendents are prepared to do. Superintendent Dr. Susan Enfield stated, “School
superintendents plan for the worst and hope for the best. Those of us in public education
get up every day believing that the impossible is possible” (Rubin, 2020, p. 536).
Therefore, Boin et al.’s (2017) five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership were used
in this study to identify and describe strategies exemplary urban unified district
superintendents used to lead during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020.
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Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to lead in crisis utilizing
the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision-making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, it was the purpose to understand and describe the
experiences of exemplary leaders during a time of crisis.
Research Questions
1. How did urban unified district superintendents use sense making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?
2. How did urban unified district superintendents use decision-making and coordination
crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?
3. How did urban unified district superintendents use meaning making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?
4. How did urban unified district superintendents use accounting crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?
5. How did urban unified district superintendents use learning crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic?
6. How did urban unified district superintendents describe their experiences as leaders
during the time of crisis?
Significance of the Problem
Over the last century, the intricacies and responsibilities of the American school
superintendent have evolved (Alsbury & Whitaker, 2007). School superintendents are
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faced with school reform, accountability of test scores, standards, generational divides,
changing demographics, diversity, and inequity of resources (Alsbury & Whitaker, 2007).
In 2021, as reported by the K-12 Dive, school superintendents are faced with
technological, economic, emotional difficulties, districts financial health, student
academics, parent and board member demands, and health concerns brought by the
COVID-19 health pandemic. Researchers who have examined school politics agree that
a school superintendent’s job in the 21st century is shaped more on a macrolevel,
therefore, requiring a focus and attention on political issues at the local, state, and
national level (Houston, 2001).
Although people and organizations face pressures at all levels of society in the
21st century, school superintendents find themselves in a political hole, having to reflect,
respond, and at times, to react to situations while being politically competent (Björk,
Keedy, & Gurley, 2003; Heifetz & Linsky, 2017; P. C. White, Harvey, & Fox, 2016).
The coronavirus crisis continued shaking the traditions and structures of K-12 education
into 2021. Most experts infer that schools may not operate typically well into the 20212022 school year and beyond. School superintendents face overwhelming difficulties to
ensure that students receive a quality education in an unprecedented environment. With
an excess of 50 million school-age children in the United States, K-12 education policy is
a contentious issue, and superintendents sit right in the middle of this crisis (Dibner,
Schweingruber, & Christakis, 2020).
This qualitative multiple case study fills the research gap in identifying and
describing strategies exemplary California urban school superintendents used to lead
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The results of this study may assist school leaders with
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the strategies necessary for a closure and safe reopening of schools during a time of
crisis. This study may also provide school leaders with the necessary research and data
on preparing school superintendents with the strategies necessary for crisis leadership
from the micro to the macrolevel. Additionally, this study may further support school
superintendents with exemplary leadership strategies to lead and manage school boards,
principals, teachers, parents, and students during a crisis.
Furthermore, this study may also assist several professional organizations, such as
the School Superintendents Association (AASA), the Association of California School
Administrators (ACSA), the California Association of Latino Superintendents and
Administrators (CALSA), and the California Association of African-American
Superintendents and Administrators (CAAASA), in their transformational leadership
training for school superintendents. County, state, and national level policy makers may
find this study helpful in the decision-making process to assist school superintendents and
school boards in making informed decisions about when and how to safely implement inperson instruction during a health pandemic crisis.
Definitions
Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
The following section defines terms that were collaboratively developed by a
thematic dissertation team of peer researchers studying strategies of exemplary leaders.
The definitions are organized with Boin et al.’s (2017) five critical tasks of strategic crisis
leadership. Other terms relevant to this study are also defined.
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Accounting. Accounting is taking personal responsibility for identifying and
accepting a crisis, and taking actions to achieve goals and answering to the community
for the results (Boin, 2019; Brändström, 2016; McGrath & Whitty, 2015).
Decision making and coordination. Decision-making and coordination in a
crisis is the process of making well-informed decisions that delineate a clear course of
action through analysis, planning, communication, collaboration, and cooperation
between partners and the expected value to mitigate the crisis response (Boin et al., 2017;
Crowe, 2013; FEMA, 2010; T. Johnson, 2018).
Learning. Crisis learning is determining causes, assessing the strength and
weaknesses of the responses, and taking actions based on new understanding, then
recalibrating existing beliefs, policies, and organizational structure supporting the success
of the organization (Argyris & Schon, 1978; Barnett & Pratt, 2000; Boin et al., 2017;
House, 1999).
Meaning making. Meaning making is the communication of an account of a
crisis situation to those directly affected, factually presenting a narrative that shows
empathy and instills confidence in its framing of the crisis and response measures to
establish sense of direction and hope to reduce fear and anxiety (Barnard, 1968; Boin et
al., 2017; Boin & McConnell, 2007; Boin & Renaud, 2013; Helsloot & Groenendaal,
2017).
Sense making. Sense making is the process by which leaders give meaning to
their collective experiences and develop plausible images to comprehend, understand,
explain, and predict during a crisis. It is a way of processing, communicating, and
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problem-solving, leading to actions that make sense and give meaning (Boin et al., 2017;
Smircich & Morgan, 1982; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005).
General Definitions
Crisis. A crisis is based on unpredictable events or situations that develop
rapidly, threatening the social norms and core values of an organization, requiring leaders
to respond for the safety, security, health, and welfare of the people and the organization
(Boin & Hart, 2003; Boin et al., 2013; FEMA, 2021).
Crisis leadership. Crisis leadership is the ability of leaders to identify issues that
have high levels of uncertainty and threat, process information, set priorities, and make
critical decisions that influence and enable others to contribute to achievement of a
common goal (Harms, Credé, Tynan, Leon, & Jeung, 2017; P. C. White et al., 2016).
Exemplary. Exemplary is the ability to perform in a supreme manner
representing above the level of quality or attainment of the best behaviors, principles, and
intentions worthy of imitation (Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin, 2014; Salas, 2018; Thompson,
2018).
Urban school district. Urban school districts are generally located within
densely populated areas. In comparison to suburban and rural areas, urban school
districts often serve a significant number of immigrant students, have language diversity,
operate with larger racial and ethnic groups, experience high levels of poverty, and
sustain inexperienced teachers and low student performance (Ahram, Stembridge, Fergus,
& Noguera, 2014; C. J. Johnson, 2014; Ratcliffe, Burd, Holder, & Fields, 2016; U.S.
Census Bureau, 2021).
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Values driven leadership. Values driven leadership is a conscious commitment
to lead with a deep sense of purpose and values such as honesty, integrity, excellence,
courage, humility, trust, and care for people that connect to organizational practices that
guide decision-making during times of crisis (Boin & Hart, 2003; Gentile, 2014; Griffin,
2012).
Delimitations
This study was delimited to five exemplary urban unified district superintendents
in California. An exemplary urban unified district superintendent in this study is defined
as someone who is set apart from peers in a supreme manner, a suitable behavior, and
with principles or intentions that can be copied (Goodwin et al., 2014); has a minimum of
3 years of experience in his or her position; and has demonstrated at least two or more of
the following criteria:
• recognition by their peers
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
• membership in professional associations in their field
• participation in workshops, training, or seminars focused on crisis leadership
Organization of the Study
Chapter I stated the background and purpose for this dissertation that investigated
California urban unified district superintendents leading with transformational strategies
during the COVID-19 global health crisis. Chapter II explains the review of the
literature, the theoretical background, theoretical foundations, and the evolving role and
strategies of superintendents during crisis leadership. Chapter III outlines the
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methodology of the study, which describes the research questions, population,
instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis. Chapter IV presents the major
findings of the study, implications for action, and recommendations for further research.
Finally, Chapter V examines the conclusion, implications, and recommendations from the
data obtained during the study.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Be the calm in the storm, the voice of reason, and lead into the future.
—Mark E. Davis, How to Lead in Crisis: Be the Calm in the Storm,
the Voice of Reason, and Lead Into the Future.
Chapter II provides a review of the literature associated with district
superintendents and crisis leadership and management. The literature review begins with
an introduction to crisis leadership. To best understand how an exemplary urban unified
district superintendent leads in times of crisis, it is essential to describe and understand
leadership theories that guide research and inform practice (Mango, 2018). The chapter
introduces the theoretical foundations that represent theories to support leaders with crisis
leadership. The chapter also introduces Boin et al.’s (2017) framework on the five
critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership: sense making, decision-making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning. Next, the literature review
explores a brief history of crisis leadership and management and crisis preparation and
management in public schools. The chapter continues with crisis leadership and the role
of the school superintendent with a focus on urban unified district superintendents. The
literature review further explores the school superintendents’ role during COVID-19 and
the learnings from crisis leadership. To support with the organization of ideas and
findings a synthesis matrix was used to write the literature review (Appendix A). This
chapter concludes with the future of crisis leadership, the research gap, and a summary.
Introduction to Crisis Leadership
According to Zamoum and Gorpe (2018), today’s crises bring new perspective to
an evolving society and increase need to address crisis leadership and management.
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Seminal author Boin and Hart (2003), Boin et al. (2013), and FEMA (2012) have
described a crisis as unpredictable events or situations that develop rapidly, threatening
the social norms and core values of an organization and requiring leaders to respond to
the safety, security, health, and welfare of people and the organization. A leader is
expected to lead an organization during troubled times, which requires the development
of crisis leadership and management (Preda & Stan, 2016). Although approaches to
leadership exist in history, they may not necessarily be helpful to today’s modern leaders
and the challenges they face (Hopen, 2010).
Boin and McConnell (2007) examined crises as being of different magnitude and
defined them as a breakdown of existing frameworks and a threat to life-sustaining
systems. Crisis management has a holistic approach to support unpredictable
emergencies that involve prevention, planning, response, recovery, and learning (Boin &
McConnell, 2007). Marshall Goldsmith, New York Times best-selling author and known
leadership expert, stated that a leader’s success is less dependent on personal knowledge
and skills and more dependent on the ability to encourage and support others’ efforts,
particularly as leaders face paradigm shifts in society (Hopen, 2010). This chapter
focuses on crisis leadership, which is defined as the ability of leaders to identify issues
that have high levels of uncertainty and threat, process information, set priorities, and
make critical decisions that influence and enable others to contribute to achievement of a
common goal (Hasanbegovic, 2020; Raffo, Clark, & Arik, 2016; P. C. White et al.,
2016).
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Theoretical Foundations
In today’s uncertain world, employees look for their leaders to meet the demands
of the organization. However, leaders themselves are using sense making to determine
how to lead their organization as a crisis evolves in the world. To best understand how a
school leader leads in times of crisis, it is essential to describe and understand leadership
theories that guide research and inform practice (Mango, 2018). It should be noted that
numerous theories and leadership explanations exist and have been refined over time
within the current literature (Nawaz & Khan, 2016). Although multiple theories apply to
govern leadership, the following theories have been selected to represent foundational
concepts to support school superintendents’ crisis leadership during the COVID-19
national health pandemic.
Leader Member Exchange Theory
The leader member exchange theory was explained by Cropanzano et al. (2017).
These authors described the significance of having a positive connection among leaders
and members of an organization. The leader member exchange theory suggests
interpersonal relationships between a leader and employee (Wayne, Shore, & Liden,
1997). Vidyarthi, Erdogan, Anand, Liden, and Chaudhry (2014) stated that the key driver
of employee effectiveness, attitude, and retention is the leader and employee relationship.
The leader member exchange theory can be applied to society’s COVID-19 pandemic
crisis leadership in which school superintendents need to make positive connections with
employees to lead during unprecedented times (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021). The school
superintendents’ role continues to require interpersonal relationships with board
governance, principals, teachers, and the school community. Gutermann et al. (2017)
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asserted that job satisfaction, commitment, and performance are positive variables
described in the leader member exchange theory. More than ever, school
superintendents’ leadership styles and modeling of loyalty, respect, and bonding with
employees will create a commitment to the public education system during a long-term
recovery of society (Brammer & Clark, 2020; Keskes, Sallan, Simo, & Fernandez, 2018).
Thomas, Martin, and Riggio (2013) also examined the leader member exchange
theory and explained it as the relationship between a leader and followers in which both
mutually influence each other. The authors acknowledged that many theories have
omitted the social context of leadership. Therefore, leadership will be reexamined in
group context during COVID-19. Atitumpong and Badir (2018) described the leader
member exchange theory as a leader having self-awareness of the needs and problems of
employees and knowing how to best support them, as a result likely increasing positive
work engagement.
School superintendents required leadership styles to support them in relationship
building with their subordinates during COVID-19 (Wu, Connors, & Everly, 2020).
Gutermann et al. (2017) explained that job satisfaction is an example of when employees
build self-autonomy as part of a social support system work, which reduces employee
burnout. Accordingly, the leader member exchange theory suggests that a positive
relationship from a leader with subordinates enhances employee work engagement
(Gutermann et al., 2017). More than ever, school superintendents’ leadership styles and
modeling of loyalty, respect, and bonding with employees will create a commitment to
public education systems during a long-term recovery of society (Bailey & Schurz, 2020;
Keskes et al., 2018). For these reasons, the leader member exchange theory is the
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positive relationship between leaders and followers, which is essential during a crisis
(Lee, Tao, Li, & Sun, 2020).
Transformational Leadership Theory
The transformational leadership theory in education has a perspective of
educating from a particular worldview and philosophy adopted by modern leaders in
education (Berkovich, 2016). As humans try to make sense and make meaning of their
daily lives and the world, it can be argued that transformation is the perspective of having
a more equitable place to live through a holistic approach (Taylor, 2017). The
transformational leadership theory is grounded on the shared values, beliefs, and goals
that impact organizational goal attainment (Nawaz & Khan, 2016). Hoggan, Mälkki, and
Finnegan (2017) argued that positive outcomes are yielded from the transformational
leadership theory and concepts on policy values, and educational leaders need to be clear
on their values guiding their thinking, feelings, and decision-making. Therefore, leaders
use many management strategies to continually transform the organizations they lead,
especially during turbulent times. Rafferty and Griffin (2004) defined the
transformational leadership theory as having a vision, inspirational communication,
intellectual, and supportive and personal recognition dimensions, which will help school
superintendents connect with stakeholders during times of crisis.
According to Yaslioglu and SelenayErden (2018), the transformational leadership
theory consists of four domains: charisma, inspirational motivation, intellectual
stimulation, and individualized consideration. A charismatic leader acts as a role model,
is ethical, and does not use power for personal gains and is respected and admired by
followers. Inspirational motivation is referred to as a leader who displays a desirable
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vision and commitment to goals. Intellectual stimulation is referred to as a leader
encouraging followers to voice their opinions and foster creativity to try new ways of
doing things. Individualized consideration is referred to as one-on-one relationship
building with followers. Yaslioglu and Selenay Erden stated that a supportive
relationship is developed from leader to followers through collaborative efforts. Asbari,
Santoso, and Prasetya (2020) and Yaslioglu and SelenayErden (2018) argued that the
transformational leadership theory might have weaknesses related to how a vision is
measured and who determines whether it is a good vision.
Strong relationships between a leader and employees are fundamental for an
organization to succeed. For this reason, the transformational leadership theory supports
business development and the creation of a culture of task completion and stability
among employees (Taylor, 2017). School superintendents were tasked to define
transformational leadership as having a vision and inspirational communication and
intellectual, supportive, and personal recognition dimensions, which will help them
connect with stakeholders during times of crisis (Keskes et al., 2018).
Political Theory
The political theory explains the concepts shaped by freedom, equality,
democracy, and justice, so people become engaged citizens in society (Ansell & Torfing,
2016). Therefore, political leadership is a widely used phenomenon that requires leaders
to be innovative, adaptive with followers, have objectives, and deal with difficult
situations (Masciulli, Molchanov, & Knight, 2009). Before understanding the political
theory, a leader must possess self-awareness and other political styles for personal and
institutional survival (P. C. White et al., 2016). Educational leaders continue to
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understand and examine the laws and content that regulate their organizations and the
legal requirements to lead under crisis as well as be values driven and ensure equity
(Ansell & Torfing, 2016). Leaders also follow organizational logic to deal with the
multiple pressures and challenges during COVID-19 and with internal and external
politics and competing for the approval of the people they serve (Schmuhl, 2020).
According to Landis, Hill, and Harvey (2014), the political theory is an idea in
which leaders serve and lead the wealthy, the military, the state, and the church. Political
leaders such as superintendents must seek approval from the people they serve and they
must take into account all subgroups, including minorities (P. Hill & Jochim, 2018).
Furthermore, politically intelligent leaders are responsible for aligning the vision and
goals of their organizations for growth sustainability (Jabbar & Hussein, 2017). As
leaders continue leading under pressure and during unprecedented and politically charged
times, being politically intelligent can increase skillful handling of a crisis (P. C. White et
al., 2016).
Social Inequity Theory
According to Sørensen (1996), the social inequity theory studies the processes
and structures of inequalities in the social system. The social inequity theory has left
individuals and groups comparing themselves to others and feeling discriminated against,
leading to a revolt by taking collective action in society (Power et al., 2020). During
national crises and disasters and health emergencies such as COVID-19, it has been
apparent that the most vulnerable in the U.S. population are more at risk and carry the
burden of the crisis and its effects (Fortuna et al., 2020). A. White et al. (2021) argued
that the health disparities and social inequities in children of poverty put them at a greater
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disadvantage during COVID-19 because of limited access to academic support and
digital technology for online learning. Although schools support reducing social
inequality, COVID-19 has challenged school superintendents to support students from
disadvantaged backgrounds while dealing with a nationwide uprising against police
brutality and systematic racism in K-12 schools (Codding et al., 2020; Knudson &
Cantor, 2020).
The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated the social inequities that reflect the
preexisting urgent need for social systems for human rights to protect the most vulnerable
populations in the United States (Clouston, Natale, & Link, 2021). One of the ways
inequity has presented itself is in the area of who can and who cannot access quality
options. According to ACSA (2021), the California legislature continues to make lastminute changes to the complexity of programs such as the ability to offer distance
learning/independent study for the 2021-2022 school year. Student equity and options
have been on the forefront during the pandemic, and superintendents are now faced with
the challenges of the proposed Assembly Bill 130 and Senate Bill 130 for a pathway to
offer students in K-12 independent studies (ACSA, 2021). The social inequity theory
informs these and other difficult choices superintendents face in crisis leadership.
Situational Theory
Grunig’s situational theory explains how leaders perceive and use public relations
to communicate with diverse audiences (Kim & Grunig, 2011). Grunig’s example of the
situational theory is how active communicators are information consumers about the
issues they experience and have higher cognition, which leads to action based on
informed decisions. According to Grunig and Grunig (2011), there are three elements
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that influence the validity of a leader’s application of the situational theory: problem
recognition, constraint recognition, and level of participation. The emergence of crisis
leadership within the situational theory is referred as the new normal for school
superintendents during the 2020 coronavirus health pandemic (Francisco & Nuqui, 2020).
The situational theory has been commonly used and evaluated by scholars.
Grunig and Grunig (1992) describe Grunig’s proposed 1968 theory, which has since been
revised. According to Grunig and Grunig (1992), in 1984, Grunig and Hunt revised the
situational theory to explain the nature of public relations and to support the
understanding of its specific behaviors. Illia, Lurati, and Casalaz (2013) described the
revised situational theory from 1984, which includes public relations practice
contributing to cultural relations and communicating with the public according to their
cultural identities. Sha (2006) and Illia et al. (2013) addressed the situational theory as
being intercultural communication between an organization and a specific cultural group.
Cultural identity is then seen in the situational theory as a development of a relationship
to a racial or ethnic group (Sha, 2006).
The situational theory has been adjusted and become part of the public relations
theory and communication management approaches with the goal to explain why people
communicate the way they do (Grunig & Repper, 1992). One of the lessons from the
situational theory is the consumption of information becoming systematic when people
find that the information matches their idiosyncratic life’s problems (Grunig, 1997).
Despite the multiple evaluations of the situational theory, certain overarching themes
emerge: understanding the audience or public who will receive a message and tailoring
the message to the needs of the audiences. Understanding that the individuals’
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interaction within an organization’s messages changes based on their peer relationship
and the situation (Hermann, 2007), the situational theory can be applied to exemplary
urban unified district superintendents leading during the COVID-19 health pandemic and
the messaging to the community of a healthy and safe learning environment of instruction
for the new school year. The theories mentioned do not stagnate; therefore, the
situational theory has evolved with leaders in a constantly changing world, requiring
school leaders to lead in times of crisis.
Models of Crisis Management
Organizations are hardly immune to crises. A critical situation in an organization
can lead to a significant crisis and change the nature of the organization by shifting its
culture, values, and business focus (Grunig & Grunig, 2011). A crisis is based on
unpredictable events or situations that develop rapidly, threatening the social norms and
core values of an organization and requiring leaders to respond for the safety, security,
health, and welfare of the people and the organization (Boin & Hart, 2003; Boin &
Renaud, 2013; FEMA, 2012). Research studies by Turner (1976) have demonstrated that
crisis often rests in an incubation period. According to Lauge, Sarriegi, and Torres
(2009), at times leaders can foresee large-scale disasters and avoid them, and other times
a crisis is unexpected.
The seminal work by Steve Fink has been an approach to crisis management in
the context of the use of models to illustrate and analyze the distinction and stages of
crisis management (Jaques, 2007). According to the “Models and Theories to Improve
Crisis Management” (Marker, 2020), a crisis management model is a conceptual
framework to prepare, prevent, cope, and recover from a crisis. Organizations have many
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factors to consider for crisis management. Boudreaux (2005) and Jaques (2007) stated
that a universally accepted model might provide an organization with a definitional
approach and different stages to be addressed to help analyze the crisis. Lauge et al.
(2009) argued that emergency managers often respond to a crisis based on their own
experiences and common sense, omitting a prevention stage and focusing on restoring
safety. Therefore, researchers such as Turner (1976) studied the concept of crisis models
to support precrisis, crisis events, and postcrisis management. The following sections
describe major crisis models selected based on the conceptual framework of preparing,
preventing and coping, and recovering from a crisis.
Fink’s Crisis Model
Fink’s (1986) four-stage crisis model examines a crisis as an event with sufficient
warning signs. Fink’s four stages are prodromal stage, acute stage, chronic stage, and
resolution stage. In the prodromal stage, the role of the crisis management professional is
to monitor a crisis closely. In the acute stage, Fink argued that a crisis event begins with
a trigger and results in damage requiring crisis leaders to be proactive in identifying the
crisis. The chronic stage refers to the lasting effects of the crisis. Fink argued that the
chronic stage can have lasting effects and extend the life cycle of the crisis. The chronic
stage of the life cycle as described by Andy Marker (2020) was experienced with the
COVID-19 health pandemic. Fink’s (1986) fourth stage is the resolution stage that
represents a clear ending to the cycle. Fink’s crisis model focuses on the progress of
crisis, suggesting that the model must be practiced to insure a regression to a crisis
(Boudreaux, 2005; see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Fink’s crisis model. From “Models and Theories to Improve Crisis Management,”
by A. Marker, 2020, Fink’s Model of a Crisis and Other Lifecycle Crisis Management Models
section (https://www.smartsheet.com/content/crisis-management-model-theories).

Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt Crisis Model
The Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt (1995) model suggests that a crisis life cycle can
be used to foresee outcomes in each stage. The authors suggested that the end of one
crisis is usually the beginning of the next, hence the need for a model for crisis
management (Gonzalez-Herrero & Pratt, 1995). The model proposed four stages of crisis
management: diagnosis issues management, planning-prevention, crisis, and postcrisis.
In the issues management stage, the crisis manager or leader detects any issues that might
affect the organization in the near future. The issues management stage suggests that
effective issues management can help the organization avoid the crisis stage. The second
stage in the model is planning-prevention. The planning-prevention stage establishes that
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crisis leaders develop warning systems and internal communication systems and
procedures that impact the issue and the organization and its constituents. The planningprevention stage requires crisis managers to set a proactive policy on the crisis being
experienced. The third stage in the model is crisis. During the crisis stage an
organization most likely has lost its proactive initiatives, and the organization’s
leadership is required to respond to its employees and the public. The crisis stage
requires a communication plan with a clear message to the media to control rumors so the
crisis does not get out of control. The fourth stage in the model is postcrisis. According
to Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt, every crisis has a postcrisis phase in which the
organization must continue to monitor the issue until its intensity is reduced, and the
crisis plan requires evaluation. Furthermore, employee feedback to the crisis is suggested
as an evaluation to improve and prevent future crises (Gonzalez-Herrero & Pratt, 1995;
see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Development of issues with and without management intervention. From “How to
Manage a Crisis Before - or Whenever - It Hits,” by A. Gonzalez-Herrero and C. B. Pratt, 1995,
Public Relations Quarterly, 40(1), p. 27 (https://www.proquest.com/openview
/933e208742f665ffd5eeaba3e640fb18/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=49209).
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Mitroff’s Five Stage Model for Crisis Management
Mitroff (1994) stated that crisis management is generic and recognizes that it
would be impossible to be ready for every type of crisis. Nonetheless, strong similarities
between crises exist (Mitroff, 1988). Mitroff’s (1994) five stage model of crisis
management describes five phases: signal detection, probing and prevention, damage
containment, recovery, and learning. The first stage model of crisis management is signal
detection. Signal detection is a proactive stage in which the leader and organization seek
to identify warning signs and prevent a potential crisis. The second stage model for crisis
management is probing and prevention. The second stage explores ways for the leader
and the organization to prevent a crisis. Unlike Fink’s (1986) model that implies crises
prevention, Mitroff’s (1994) model actively aims to prevent a crisis. The third stage for
crisis management is damage containment. The third stage is where leaders and the
organization limit the size and spread of a crisis. The fourth stage is recovery, which
emphasizes on crisis leaders’ and managers’ empowerment to end the crisis and return to
normalcy. The fifth stage for crisis management is learning. In the fifth stage, an
organization’s acknowledgment to a crisis and learning can support efforts in the
prevention of a future crisis (Boudreaux, 2005; Mitroff, 1988, 1994; see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. The five-stage model for crisis management. From “Crisis and Crisis Management,” by
The Arthur Page Center, n.d., p. 1 (https://www.pagecentertraining.psu.edu/public-relationsethics/ethics-in-crisis-management/lesson-1-prominent-ethical-issues-in-crisis-situations/crisisand-crisis-management/).

Burnett Model of Crisis Management
Burnett (1998) model of crisis management defines the heart of crisis
management as an organizational structure and design. First, Burnett cited four factors of
crisis management in the outer circle of his model: time pressure, control issues, threat
level concerns, and response option concerns. Second, Burnett’s model of crisis
management proposed a six-step inner circle into three categories: identification,
confrontation, and reconfiguration. The identification step is generated by goal formation
and the preparation for a crisis. The confrontation step is a strategy to evaluate when an
organization is involved in a crisis. The reconfiguration step refers to an organization’s
ability to adapt to a crisis. According to the “Models and Theories to Improve Crisis
Management” (Marker, 2020), Burnett’s (1998) model of crisis management has an inner
circle that follows a life cycle model with the following steps: goal formation,
environmental analysis, strategy formulation, strategy evaluation, strategy
implementation, and strategic control. Burnett’s model of crisis management illustrates
strategies that can be used by leaders to support crisis management (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Burnett model of crisis management. From “Models and Theories to Improve Crisis
Management,” by A. Marker, 2020, Burnett Model of Crisis Management section
(https://www.smartsheet.com/content/crisis-management-model-theories).

Jacques Relational Model of Crisis Management
Jacques’s (2007) relational model of crisis management is based on clusters and
nonlinear elements. Jacques relational model is composed of four major elements: crisis
preparedness, crisis prevention, crisis incident management, and postcrisis management.
Jaques argued that each element has clusters built around cluster activities that are not
sequential to support crisis management. The relational model of crisis management
explains that crisis prevention and crisis preparedness are tactical steps to take when a
crisis occurs. Contradictory to the life cycle models, Jaques’s relational model proposes
that crisis management and the field of issues management overlap; therefore, prevention
and crisis preparedness should happen simultaneously. According to Jaques, the
commitment to a relational model of crisis management requires commitment from
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managers in an organization, yet approximately 50% and fewer organizations have tested
a crisis management plan to be operational (see Figure 6).

Figure 6. Relational model of crisis management. From “Models and Theories to Improve Crisis
Management,” by A. Marker, 2020, Relational Model of Crisis Management section
(https://www.smartsheet.com/content/crisis-management-model-theories).

According to Avendaño Ospina and Pérez Lalinde (2020), the origin of crisis
management has three common elements: a threat to the organization; the element of
surprise; and a short decision time requiring crisis management models, new methods,
and communication to prevent the same crisis from happening again. Studying crisis
models acknowledges the opportunity to learn the warning signals of a crisis before its
onset (Drabek & Evans, 2007). The models and theories to improve a crisis describe a
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crisis management model that represents the structure or application of crisis
management (see Figure 7).

Figure 7. Major crisis models. From “Models and Theories to Improve Crisis Management,” by
A. Marker, 2020, Mitroff’s Five-Stage Crisis Management Model and Portfolio Model section
(https://www.smartsheet.com/content/crisis-management-model-theories).

Theoretical Framework
The COVID-19 pandemic threw the world and the public school system into
unprecedented times that were likened to continual churning waves of changing realities
and uncertainties (Floyd, 2020). According to Floyd (2020), everyone from the media,
the staff, the students, and the local politicians was looking to the district superintendent
for advice, but “there was no playbook for how to deal with a global pandemic that shuts
down schools (and much of the U.S. economy) for months at a time” (Floyd, 2020, P. 2).
Therefore, a school superintendent’s role required strategic crisis leadership and
management during the COVID-19 health pandemic. Boin et al. (2017) identified five
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critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision-making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning) that can support school
superintendents in leading and managing effectively during a health crisis, such as the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Sense Making
In a crisis, leaders must quickly assess the situation and try to make sense to make
informed decisions. When there is a crisis, a leader becomes a crisis manager who seeks
to gather information and understand the underlying root of the situation and the big
picture based on the available information (Boin & Renaud, 2013). Based on this, a
leader becomes strategic and operational and is expected to respond to multiple demands.
However, a strategic leader benefits from sense making of the crisis by understanding the
situation’s operations and logistics. Boin et al. (2017) stated that strategic and
operational responses require different forms of leadership. When a situation is new,
practical sense making requires leaders to be analytical and establish a powerful picture
of the situation to lead and respond to an emergency (Boin et al., 2013).
The literature has indicated several barriers to a crisis in an organization:
collecting information, developing a shared interpretation, and communicating support to
make of a situation. Sense making has two components. First, the organization detects a
threat and tries to understand the known risks, and second, the organization understands
the unfolding crisis (Boin et al., 2017). The literature has described other organizational
barriers such as the ambiguous message that social media portrays and its consequences
on sense making during a crisis. As a result, practical and collective sense making fosters
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a compelling narrative for the people whom leaders serve, bringing a sense of safety and
control (Sobral, Carvalho, Łagowska, Furtado, & Grobman, 2020).
Decision Making and Coordination
Decision making and coordination are referred to as making the hard calls on
issues that demand a reliable response when a situation is unclear and volatile (Boin &
McConnell, 2007). Leaders make difficult decisions during a crisis because of the
turbulent circumstances and are expected to demonstrate dependability, trustworthiness,
and decision-making under pressure (Boin et al., 2017). Confronted with overwhelming
pressure, crisis leaders can at times question their coping skills for effective decisionmaking and coordination. Hurricane Katrina can be used as an example of ineffective
decision-making and coordination (Boin et al., 2017). According to the Financial Times
(Alden, 2006), hurricane Katrina was the most destructive natural disaster in U.S. history,
striking the New Orleans and the Mississippi gulf coast, leaving 1,500 people dead, and
stranding thousands. The Financial Times (Alden, 2006) reported fault in the response
by the local, state, and federal governments for not being prepared for hurricane Katrina.
Crises such as hurricane Katrina have taught the United States critical tasks during a
crisis, including gathering of public institutions and government officials to coordinate
and collaborate to support emergency preparedness and decision-making during a crisis
(Jenkins, 2006). Crisis management is oftentimes interpreted as decision-making, and a
leader’s approach includes assessing the decision-making process and aligning it to the
core institutional and societal values (Boin et al., 2013).
In practice, effective coordination refers to organization and collaboration among
multiple stakeholders affected during a crisis. One of the goals for leaders is to facilitate
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the collaboration process within their organization and with government officials.
Leaders become the agents of change and influential decision-makers for effective
coordination within their organization (Boin et al., 2017). Decision making and
coordination, as well as the communication regarding these, are at the center for leaders
during crisis management.
Meaning Making
The literature has various interpretations of meaning making. For this study, it is
defined as the effective communication of an authoritative account of a crisis situation to
those directly affected, factually presenting a narrative that shows empathy and instills
confidence in its framing of the crisis and response measures to establish legitimacy and
provide a sense of direction and hope to reduce fear and anxiety (Barnard, 1968; Boin et
al., 2013, 2017; Boin & Hart, 2007; Boin & McConnell, 2007; Helsloot & Groenendaal,
2017). According to Boin et al. (2016), meaning making is a two-part process during a
crisis. First, a leader must demonstrate the ability to provide a straightforward narrative,
explain the situation, and provide a rational why, and propose a solution. Second,
inspirational leaders inspire confidence during a crisis through an analytical and
convincing narrative (Boin et al., 2016). The goal of a leader is to make meaning of a
situation and influence and convince affected citizens that they are being protected (Boin
et al., 2016). Furthermore, because some crises last longer than others, a return to normal
depends on how crisis management and the occurred events are described by the leader
and the relationship these have to the organization’s core values (Rosenthal, Boin, &
Comfort, 2001). Similarly, leaders are responsible for making meaning of a crisis for
their organization’s learning and future challenges (Stern, 2013).
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Accounting
Accounting is taking personal responsibility for identifying and accepting a crisis
and taking actions to achieve goals and answering to the community for the results (Boin,
2019; Brändström, 2016; McGrath & Whitty, 2015). Most organizations have difficulty
returning to a precrisis normalcy requiring crisis leaders to account for the decisions
during and after a crisis (Boin et al., 2017). Contemporary leaders continue to face
operational and political aspects of crisis management. The research has identified that
some crises, such as global warming and water management, the global AIDS epidemic,
and COVID-19, have considerably more significance than others. Additionally, leaders
must have an accountability process and have a strategy to bring about trust and validity
to citizens, educational leaders, and political leaders (Boin et al., 2016). Accountability
impacts everyone in an organization and the decisions made before, during, and
postcrises response. During the 2020 COVID-19 health pandemic, leaders were faced
with crisis management and accountability in their institutions and at the global level.
The coronavirus impacted all countries, and no government alone prevented the health
pandemic, leading to accountability at the local, state, national, and global levels (Diab,
Metwally, & Mohamed, 2021). At the local level, superintendents continue playing a
critical role as crisis managers. Accountability does meet not only the legal and moral
requirements but also the trust restoration in K-12 institutions. Leaders take personal
responsibility by taking action and explaining what was done before and during the crisis
and why (Boin et al., 2013).
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Learning
Learning is determining causes, assessing the strength and weaknesses of the
responses, and taking actions based on new understanding, then recalibrating existing
beliefs, policies, and organizational structure supporting the success of the organization
(Argyris & Schon, 1978; Barnett & Pratt, 2000; Boin et al., 2017; House, 1999).
Although crises can be challenging for any leader to manage, they also present learning
opportunities. The literature has explained that scholars have defined learning in multiple
ways. Boin et al. (2016) described learning as gathering new information and ideas,
applying them to policy issues, and learning from a crisis while sustaining motivation to
work in the organization.
Learning can be applied to a crisis such as COVID-19 by which society perceives
that K-12 schools are fundamental institutions. During the coronavirus worldwide health
pandemic, a school superintendent’s job escalated in managing political, economic, and
social conflicts (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020). As a result, school superintendents were
required to learn and make decisions to address the challenges that surfaced during
COVID-19. The national health pandemic has equipped school superintendents with an
urgent need for strategies and a framework to lead in times of crisis (Boin & McConnell,
2007; Hubbard et al., 2020). Superintendents were tasked to develop a culture of inquiry
within their organizations, become scientific researchers, and develop a hypothesis to
continually test against the reality of a national health pandemic (Boin et al., 2013).
Brief History of Crisis Leadership and Management
According to Kotterman (2006), leadership is one of the world’s oldest and most
precarious and misunderstood human phenomena. Before the 1930s, it was believed that
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leadership was inherited and limited to a number of people who possessed the ability,
which was limited to royal families (Denmark, 1993). The 19th-century historian and
philosopher Thomas Carlyle (1841), in his book On Heroes, Hero-Worship, promoted the
notion of leadership as being heroic. Carlyle explained that leaders’ actions and
willingness to live their lives according to a vision of society that motivates them will
make a positive change in history. However, Carlyle’s work was linked to the great man
theory of leadership, which assumes that leaders are born and not made (Hoffman,
Woehr, Maldagen‐Youngjohn, & Lyons, 2011). Denmark (1993) stated that contrary to
the great man theory of leadership, current research focuses on various contexts of
leadership as well as the evolving circumstances faced by leaders.
Crisis Leadership
Crisis leadership is described as a concept that is important to lead in today’s
world. According to Firestone (2020), leaders must prepare their organizations for a
crisis as evidenced by health disasters such as COVID-19, Ebola, and the Zika viruses.
Walker, Earnhardt, Newcomer, Marion, and Tomlinson (2016) stated that contrasting
beliefs exist that crises are inevitable. Despite the beliefs, it is important to understand
that crisis leadership views the enduring role of the leader, and crisis management is
concerned with the recovery of the given crisis (Firestone, 2020).
Crisis situations can be sudden and occur when leaders least expect them. Bowen
and Lovari (2020) stated that crisis management cannot prevent all crises, yet it can
support in saving an organization time, money, and credibility and trust among
stakeholders and the public. Historically, crisis management has required leaders to limit
the depth and duration of the disruption or chaos occurring because citizens expect
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leaders to provide direction and protection during difficult times (Boin et al., 2017). Bell
(2019) stated that leaders can manage better when they are self-aware of handling
themselves and others during a crisis. In addition, crisis management requires the use of
strategies to communicate among stakeholders and the public during precrisis, crisis, and
postcrisis and to restore credibility in an organization and leaders (Bowen & Lovari,
2020).
The Superintendent Role and Crisis Leadership in Public Schools
School governance can be dated from 1837 when the appointment of the first
superintendent occurred to meet the daily operations of management (Moody, 2011).
Ever since, several researchers (Björk et al., 2014; Brunner et al., 2002; Kowalski et al.,
2011) have reported that the school district superintendent’s role has evolved in the
United States, and has become quite complex in the 21st century (L. G. Björk et al.,
2014; Kowalski, 2005; Kowalski & Brunner, 2011). Superintendents face multiple
challenges of inadequate financial support for schools, changing priorities in curriculum,
high-stakes assessments, system accountabilities, inequities in technology, a constant
demand of leadership, community pressure, and increased exposure to criticism, and now
a global pandemic (Brunner et al., 2002; Byrd et al., 2006; Glass et al., 2001; Journell,
2007).
Shepherding the leadership of their district and community during the COVID-19
pandemic has certainly complicated the superintendent’s role. The complexities of
COVID-19 and the disruption it has created with school closures, remote learning, new
health and safety measures, waivers for meal programs, mental health services,
reexamining of technology infrastructures to reimage teaching and learning, and new
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ways of communication have changed the superintendent role to crisis leader and crisis
manager (Zepeda & Lanoue, 2021). This study defined crisis leadership as the ability of
leaders to identify issues that have high levels of uncertainty and threat, process
information, set priorities, and make critical decisions that influence and enable others to
contribute to achievement of a common goal (Harms et al., 2017; P. C. White et al.,
2016). The COVID-19 health pandemic has prompted superintendents to adopt
leadership ability never faced before. Superintendents are known to serve as important
leaders in education governance systems in which they make high-level decisions about a
vision and mission of a school district, policies related to teaching and learning, and
resource allocation (Kowalski & Björk, 2005). Seeking leadership understanding during
the COVID-19 health pandemic, superintendents faced a unique type of leadership that
required them to develop skills beyond their typical job duties. Suddenly,
superintendents were required to lead during a health pandemic that shifted their work
practices (Lochmiller, 2021). Not only have superintendents adapted to the COVID-19
pandemic, but they have also been responsive to the politics of school board members
and the communities they serve (Lochmiller, 2021).
Crisis Preparation and Management in Public Schools
Approximately 55 million students attend public and private schools with a
primary expectation that school personnel will keep them safe while they learn (Amzat &
Yusuf, 2019). With this goal, the U.S. Department of Education (2007) developed the
practical information on crisis planning guide for schools and communities that followed
a cycle of crisis planning: mitigation/prevention, preparedness, response, and recovery
aligned to the National Governors Association (NGA) agency. As schools faced a
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number of crime and safety incidents in secondary schools during 2009 and 2010,
attention was paid to crisis preparation and management in public schools (Liou, 2015).
The U.S. Department of Education, Office of Elementary and Secondary Education
(2021c) addressed the school districts and education agencies on violence prevention and
security and emergency management preparedness planning. Schools are not
traditionally emergency response organizations, yet employees are emergency
responders, leading schools to be subject to disaster service activities (Kano, Ramirez,
Ybarra, Frias, & Bourque, 2007). School districts have emergency drill requirements
when students are on campus and practice fire drills, lockdowns, earthquakes, and shelter
in place procedures so they are ready in any unforeseen crisis that would support crisis
management (Cornell & Sheras, 1998; Kano et al., 2007).
The world is rapidly changing, and the challenges and crises that superintendents
have had to lead through have become increasingly complex and challenging. An
example of a response to crisis management by superintendents, as evidenced by the
2017-2018 California wildfires, was described by Kitamura (2019). According to
Kitamura, the Napa, Sonoma, and Mendocino counties wildfires destroyed structures and
caused a significant loss to an entire town, destroying almost the entire Paradise Unified
School District. These wildfires are an example of what cannot often prepare a
superintendent for crisis leadership and crisis management.
According to Time Magazine (Altman, 2020), the killing of George Floyd, an
African American from Minneapolis whose death was captured on a video, caused a
national uprising. Immediately after Floyd’s death on May 25, demonstrations erupted in
cities across the United States for racial justice and a civic unrest. For two months,
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leaders in the United States experienced Americans’ civil unrest, at the same time as the
COVID-19 health pandemic. The civil unrest was followed by the Black Lives Matter
global movement fight for freedom, liberation, and justice (Black Lives Matter Global
Network, 2021). According to the National Education Association (2020), the Black
Lives Matter national movement calls for conversations at school districts for policies
and practices to change and to explore dismantling of institutional racism in schools.
California superintendents continued to navigate uncharted territory with the
COVID-19 health pandemic that posed disruption to human life and challenges to
schools’ operations that leaders were not prepared to face. Determining the right
autonomy for schools in the absence of having best practices to lead during a global
health pandemic, Dr. David Cash, professor of clinical education at USC Rossier School
of Education and former superintendent in California, stated that “there is no way we are
going to go back to the way it was … but the best superintendents realize that and are
going to take advantage of it” (Soika, 2020, para. 2). Although the COVID-19 health
pandemic was projected to have long-term adverse effects on the U.S. economy, it also
presents an opportunity to reimagine education, innovate schools, and train school leaders
with new perspectives on crisis leadership and management (Zhao, 2020).
Crisis Leadership
Crisis leadership is the ability of leaders to identify issues that have high levels of
uncertainty and threat, process information, set priorities, and make critical decisions that
influence and enable others to contribute to achievement of a common goal (Harms et al.,
2017; P. C. White et al., 2016). Crisis leaders not only have many decisions to make but
also have the pressure of the media, of understanding their organizations, and of
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consuming accurate information (Walker et al., 2016). Leaders deal with volatile and
complex crises at multiple levels that require immediate attention and information for
decision-making and a strategic approach (Bell, 2019). Today’s leaders face difficulty
during COVID-19. In academia, leaders in schools, colleges, and universities throughout
the United States closed campuses during 2020 in response to the unpredictable global
health crises (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020). School superintendents were carrying a heavy
burden leading during the COVID-19 pandemic. As explained by Dan Domenech, the
president of the School Superintendents Association (AASA), “It’s a combination of
stress on the job and being confronted with a no-win situation, when half of parents want
their kids in school and the other half want them at home” (Sawchuk, 2021, p. 3 ).
Role of the School Superintendent
The complexities and challenges of the American school superintendent have
evolved over the past century (Alsbury & Whitaker, 2007). School superintendents are
faced with school reform, accountability of test scores, standards, generational divides,
changing demographics, diversity, and inequity of resources (Alsbury & Whitaker, 2007).
According to Houston (2001), the position of a school superintendent in the 21st century
is shaped more on a macrolevel, therefore requiring a focus and attention on political
issues at the local, state, and national level.
Although people and organizations face pressures at all levels of society in the
21st century, school superintendents find themselves in a political hole, having to reflect,
respond, and at times, to react to situations while being politically competent (Heifetz &
Linsky, 2017; P. C. White et al., 2016). School superintendents face daunting challenges
to ensure that students receive a quality education in an unprecedented distance-learning
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environment. It is evident by the COVID-19 crisis that superintendent’s’ roles continue
to rattle K-12 education into 2021. With more than 50 million school-age children in the
United States, K-12 education policy has rarely been more contentious, and the
superintendent sits right in the middle of the crisis (Dibner et al., 2020).
Throughout the evolving nature of the pandemic, superintendents and school
boards were challenged by ever-changing, flexible, and fluid targets and procedures by
these entities. As urban school superintendents are challenged with higher demands of
leadership in a time of crisis, the established pre-COVID district core values and beliefs
may help them bring their staff together and send a message of safety and reassurance to
students, staff, and families (Boin et al., 2016). In addition, the CDC guidelines for
COVID-19 prevention in K-12 schools continue being updated as the Delta variant
spreads, and universal precautions continue being recommended for students, staff,
teachers, and visitors to K-12 schools, regardless of vaccination status. The CDC
updated COVID-19 guidance for school administrators, and it outlined strategies to
reduce the spread of COVID-19 and the new Delta variant. The COVID-19 vaccination
for eligible students, teachers, and staff is a critical strategy suggested by the CDC to
resume full school operations to teach students in-person, yet the vaccine is still optional,
and district superintendents can only encourage that staff get vaccinated. The COVID-19
pandemic continues to pose challenges for district superintendents and the need to
respond to labor unions, parents, teachers, and staff members.
Urban Unified District Superintendents
Understanding the roles of the urban superintendent supported this study with
perspective and challenges in urban public schools. Urban superintendents who led
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school districts during COVID-19 faced financial hardships, a decline in enrollment,
student learning loss, technology infrastructure inequities, staff shortage, and safety
challenges (Schwartz et al., 2021). Superintendents play many roles by building alliances
and being politically intelligent by collaborating with school board members, central
office staff, teachers, principals, and parents to lead effectively (Hill & Jochim, 2018).
Urban schools face higher poverty levels, lack of parental education and involvement,
poor housing, lack of access to health care, and fewer resources (Schaffer, White, &
Brown, 2018).
According to P. M. Miller, Brown, and Hopson (2011) and Jackson (2005), urban
education is a phenomenon that has economic disparities, high levels of poverty, low
academic achievement, a diverse student population, fiscal problems, and lack of material
and human resources. According to Durden (2008), the urban unified district
superintendent’s pressures and demands dominate, especially with political pressures to
make changes for school improvement and students’ academic achievement. To improve
the urban superintendents’ capacity to lead and manage their school districts, research
knowledge in instruction and assessment are necessary (EdSource, 2007). Despite the
challenges faced by the urban unified superintendent, Goldring and Greenfield (2002)
stated,
At the center of stewardship role is the expectation to guide and develop the
public’s understanding of and support for what public schools need to be doing,
the goals they should be achieving, and the critical role of public education in
developing a more socially just and democratic society (p. 4).
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At the onset of the COVID-19 health pandemic, urban district superintendents shifted
their work and practices to focus on crisis leadership and management and the daily
issues faced because of the pandemic. Rapid adjustment and the necessity to learn new
skills, adopt new foci, and prioritize issues never faced before were necessary for the
survival of the urban unified district superintendent (Lochmiller, 2021).
School Superintendents Crisis Leadership During COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted Americans’ everyday lives, health,
schooling, and economic growth (Harris & Jones, 2020). School superintendents are
confronted with making decisions for remote learning, for safely reopening schools, and
with many uncertainties because of the coronavirus pandemic. School leaders are
working with high demands during these unprecedented times when the public pressure
to lead is more significant than ever, yet at the start of the pandemic, there was no guide
for school leaders during the COVID-19 global pandemic (Fay et al., 2020; Fernandez &
Shaw, 2020). The CDC issued pandemic-related guidance, including for public schools.
Across the duration of the pandemic, this guidance has been revised to meet the changing
dynamics. The California Department of Public Health (CDPH) was in charge of the
state frameworks and supports to help school communities prepare for when and how to
safely return to in-person instruction for the 2020, and 2021-2022 school years, and the
foreseeable future. In addition, local county health departments provided ongoing
information and directives to assist school superintendents and school boards in making
informed decisions. Throughout the evolving nature of the pandemic, superintendents
and school boards were challenged by ever-changing, flexible, and fluid targets and
procedures by these entities. As school superintendents are challenged with higher
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demands of leadership in a time of crisis, the established pre-COVID district core values
and beliefs may help them bring their staff together and send a message of safety and
reassurance to students, staff, and families (Boin et al., 2016).
School District Superintendents in Times of Crisis
Education is one of the essential institutions that has been impacted during
COVID-19. In 2020, educational leaders were left to make rapid decisions to preserve
K-12 education while maintaining a social responsibility to learning and the safety of
students and staff members (Keefe, 2020). As chief administrators of school districts,
superintendents were responsible for making recommendations to a board of education
regarding actions to take during the coronavirus health crisis, which brought higher
school superintendent’s demands. The 21st-century school superintendent is faced with
multiple challenges of inadequate financial support for schools, changing priorities in
curriculum, high-stakes assessments, system accountabilities, inequities in technology, a
constant demand of leadership, community pressure, and increased exposure to criticism,
and now a global pandemic (Brunner et al., 2002; Byrd et al., 2006; Glass et al., 2001;
Journell, 2007).
School District Superintendents and COVID-19
School district superintendents’ crisis leadership during COVID-19 merits close
analysis. According to Fay et al. (2020), public schools have a critical role in student
learning; social and emotional health; and building staff, students, and community
resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic. As school superintendents address the
students, teachers, and families’ physical, social-emotional, and instructional needs, new
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strategies are necessary to lead in times of crisis (Boin & McConnell, 2007; Hubbard et
al., 2020).
According to the Hill and Jochim (2021), a superintendent’s job during COVID19 has become riskier, and superintendents have quit because of being harassed and
threatened by angry parents for closing schools. Although there are no easy solutions to
the decision-making of superintendents, their crisis leadership is consequential. Boin et
al. (2013) noted that sense making, followed by decision-making and coordination in
times of uncertainty, is a consistent strategy for crisis leadership. According to McLeod
and Dulsky (2021), policy makers lacked an accurate description in the first months of
COVID-19, leaving superintendents to struggle with minimal knowledge and
information, impacting their decision-making and crisis leadership.
Learnings From Crisis Leadership During COVID-19
The school closures during spring of 2020 had minimal warning, inadequate
resources, and minimal guidance from the state and federal government to guide
professional organizations on how to manage transitions (Vander Ark, 2021). The
COVID-19 pandemic radically changed education and its citizens’ social life in the
United States. Rogers and Ishimoto (2020) stated that educators moved quickly from inperson to remote learning amid health threats. One of the many lessons learned for
school superintendents, board members, principals, teachers, students, and parents has
been remote learning. In the United States, education regulation purview falls within
local agencies; however, the need for continuity of learning for children and remote
support was necessary, leaving many states to create their remote-learning guidance
(Reich et al., 2020).
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School superintendents turned their decision-making and coordination to remote
learning to minimize COVID-19’s disruption to instruction and to keep learning at the
center for students (Ali & Herrera, 2020). As educators learned the new reality that lay
ahead in curriculum and instruction, pedagogy shifts and barriers increased to prepare for
teaching during COVID-19 (Hodges, Kerch, & Fowler, 2020). Urban, suburban, and
rural school districts were among those that faced a high rise in challenges during the
health pandemic of 2020 (Acuto, 2020). Chandra et al. (2020) explained that 99% of
public schools have high-speed broadband access, but remote learning from home
presented a digital divide among urban, suburban, and rural school districts regarding
internet and electronic device access for students to use and learn. To provide robust
remote learning in schools for students and teachers, four things are necessary: highspeed internet service, internet-enabled devices to support assignment completion,
remote-learning instructional content, and teacher readiness and technology support
(Chandra et al., 2020).
The Washington Post reported that Congress passed a stimulus package to support
school districts with the unpredictability of revenue during COVID-19 (Strauss, 2020).
As the CDC continues recommending the use of COVID-19 prevention strategies for inperson instruction, superintendents and board members are required to make operational
and financial decisions to support their school districts for an uncertain road ahead. In
March 2021, the American Rescue Plan (ARP) Act was signed into law to assist
educational agencies and school districts to safely reopen schools while safely sustaining
health and safety during the COVID-19 pandemic (U.S. Department of Education, Office
of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2021a). The U.S. Department of Education
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announced on July 7, 2021, the approval of the first seven ARP Elementary and
Secondary School Emergency Relief (ARP ESSER) state plans and funds distribution.
The ARP ESSER funds address needs of schools and districts, which have released to all
states. Daniel A. Domenech, executive director of AASA, commented during a webinar
on July 22, 2021, that “we must be unified in ensuring that the public and congress are
well informed about how federal funds are being spent, especially given the variety of
needs each district has” (AASA, 2021, para. 3). Along with the understanding of leading
in times of crisis and the need for financial support, Kristi Wilson, superintendent from
Buckeye, Arizona, states on her district’s website, “We also need the flexibility to ensure
time and engagement to promote positive and productive planning” (AASA, 2021, para.
5). Overall, COVID-19 posed many challenges, and continues to pose many lessons
learned for unified district superintendents and school leaders. As superintendents,
educators, board members, and parents continue to navigate how to lead and recover
during the 2021-2022 school year and future years, the opportunity for policy makers and
leaders to focus on leveraging funds to build an effective educator workforce and support
for students most affected by the COVID-19 health pandemic is a priority for crisis
leadership and management (Rotherham & Gold, 2021).
Addressing Future Crises
The World Health Organization’s (WHO) function is to ensure the highest
possible level of health by proposing recommendations and regulations about
international diseases, causes of death, and public health practices (Ruger & Yach, 2009).
The U.S. government is focused on internal and international affairs to support new
policies that will limit the impact of COVID-19 (Caruso, 2020). COVID-19 revealed that
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health and security in the United States is a collaborative process with WHO, government
agencies, funding, and revisiting policy during an historic health crisis (Al Saidi et al.,
2020). With more than 4 million COVID-19 related deaths worldwide, national
governments, and political and public health leaders are determining the most effective
coordination and responses around the world and how to address a future health
pandemic (Al Saidi et al., 2020; WHO, 2021). Caruso (2020) argued that governments
must commit to international cooperation and agreements for years to come to reform
global systems and bring control to the multiple variants of the virus that causes COVID19.
In 2020, the coronavirus and the disease it causes slowly developed into one of
the largest health crises since World War II (Boin, Ekengren, & Rhinard, 2021). Policy
makers and school leaders entered the uncertainty of the COVID-19 health crisis.
Despite the prescribed WHO guidelines, researchers provided the process of sense
making, yet the capacity of testing, tracing, and expertise was lacking (Boin, Lodge, &
Luesink, 2020). A lack of sense making demonstrated that the quality of crisis response
lies in the improvisation at various levels of government and less on the planning as it
does with top level decision-making (Boin et al., 2017). In addressing future crises, Boin
et al. (2021) recommended practices to address future unforeseen crises as basic
principles: embracing the crisis, learning to capture attention, investing in quick and
massive intervention capacity, treating interventions as an experiment, avoiding a false
sense of closure, exploring connections with societal dependencies, and being
transparent.

58

Research Gap
The superintendency is a benevolent, functional position in public education that
research studies attribute to the role of the leader (Glass et al., 2001). Although
significant research addresses a superintendent’s role in curriculum policy, and the liaison
between the school board and the state educational leadership, more research is necessary
to explore crisis leadership and management (Andero, 2000). The superintendents’ role
has evolved and become very complex in the 21st century (Björk et al., 2014; Kowalski,
2005; Kowalski & Brunner, 2011). However, a gap exists in the research on how urban
unified school superintendents led during the COVID-19 health pandemic (Sawyers,
2020). The COVID-19 health crisis has required urban unified school superintendents to
close schools and reopen following health, safety, and sanitation guidelines
recommended by the CDC. Urban unified districts face unique challenges, and studying
how exemplary leaders provided crisis management during the COVID-19 pandemic will
support other superintendents as the pandemic continues and as other crises present
themselves.
This qualitative multiple case study provides beneficial information in identifying
and describing strategies that exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to
lead during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. The results of this study may assist school
leaders with the strategies necessary for closing and reopening of schools during the time
of the COVID-19 health pandemic. This study may also provide school leaders with the
necessary research and data on preparing school superintendents with the strategies
necessary to lead from the micro to the macrolevel. The strategies learned in this study
have the ability to impact future training and preparation of school district

59

superintendents. Additionally, the study may support school superintendents with
exemplary leadership strategies to lead and manage school boards, principals, teachers,
parents, and students during a crisis.
Summary
In 2020, K-12 superintendents were faced with COVID-19, an unexpected global
health pandemic crisis and the disease it causes (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020).
Superintendents were tasked to lead and manage during this global health pandemic,
along with the multiple demands, political obstacles, student achievement, high-stakes
tests, curriculum and instruction, school board governance issues, labor negotiations,
employee ethical conduct, lack of highly qualified teachers, and financial and racial
inequities (Combe, 2020; Dionne et al., 2020; Ferguson, 2020; Starr, 2020). The
unpredictable global COVID-19 health crisis has left superintendents in the United States
with a need for rapid-crisis leadership and management of their school districts
(Fernandez & Shaw, 2020).
The coronavirus has created radical pandemic politics, governmental issues, and
the urgent requirement for strategic choices that address the impacts of political
partisanship encompassing the dangerous view of the coronavirus (Adolph et al., 2020;
Barrios & Hochberg, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted Americans’
everyday lives, health, schooling, and economic growth (Harris & Jones, 2020). School
closures and remote learning have impacted communities, families, and educators.
Because of this fact, school superintendents have had to step into unfamiliar territory,
addressing contemporary issues for which there are no easy answers.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
Chapter III identifies the research design and methodology in this study to
identify and describe strategies exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to
lead during the 2020 COVID-19 crisis using the five critical tasks of strategic crisis
leadership (Boin et al., 2017). This chapter outlines the purpose statement, research
questions, and an explanation of the research design. The population, instrumentation,
data collection methods, and data analysis procedures are outlined. Finally, the
methodology chapter concludes with the limitations of the study and a summary.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to lead in crisis using the
five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision-making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, it was the purpose to understand and describe the
experiences of exemplary leaders during a time of crisis.
Research Questions
1. How did urban unified district superintendents use sense making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?
2. How did urban unified district superintendents use decision-making and coordination
crisis leadership strategies during COVID-19?
3. How did urban unified district superintendents use meaning making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?
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4. How did urban unified district superintendents use accounting crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?
5. How did urban unified district superintendents use learning crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic?
6. How did urban unified district superintendents describe their experiences as leaders
during the time of crisis?
Research Design
The design of this study was qualitative. A research design indicates the plan a
researcher will use to conduct a study to collect data and answer the research questions
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The research design helped to interpret why a
qualitative multiple case study was selected to draw the most valid and credible
conclusions to answer the research questions (Pandey & Patnaik, 2014). The research
design to identify and describe strategies exemplary urban unified district superintendents
used to lead in crisis using the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership was a
qualitative multiple case study. This study was part of a thematic process that included
eight peer researchers, each addressing the same purpose and research questions and
using the same methodology but focusing on the following exemplary leader population:
superintendents of urban elementary K-8 districts, U.S. Navy civil service leaders
(GS12+), U.S. Army command sergeant major; city managers, U.S. Navy officers
(command/dept. heads), U.S. Army financial managers/senior noncommissioned officers,
and U.S. Navy command master chiefs. Yin (2018) described the multiple case studies
design as having theory development first, followed by case selection and the definition
of the steps in the design and data collection process. The qualitative research design is
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shown in Figure 8. The following sections explain why a qualitative multiple case study
design coordinated with the purpose of this research study.

Figure 8. Multiple case study design. Adapted from Case Study Research and Applications:
Design and Methods (6th ed.), by R. K. Yin, 2018, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Qualitative Study
Qualitative research is an inquiry process of understanding distinct
methodological traditions of inquiry that explore social or human problems in which the
researcher builds a holistic picture, reports detailed views of information, and conducts a
study in a natural setting (Hossain, 2011). The qualitative research design is sensitive to
people and places under study, and data are analyzed to establish patterns and themes.
Qualitative researchers may be more interested in the subjects of the study and how they
portray and describe a narrative to construct reality (Patten & Newhart, 2018).
Qualitative research designs emphasize gathering data for a naturally occurring
phenomenon by which a researcher explores with a variety of methods to achieve an
understanding (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
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Although qualitative research is not based upon numeric methods, it can be used
to understand people’s beliefs, experiences, attitudes, behavior, and interactions (Pathak,
Jena, & Kalra, 2013). Qualitative research falls into three categories (observational
studies, interviews, and documentary), and it involves everyone related to the study
(Pathak et al., 2013). A researcher achieves a deep understanding through qualitative
methods and an emphasis on a naturally occurring phenomenon on an individual’s lived
experiences (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Qualitative research is an enveloping
process in which the qualitative researcher may apply note-taking; organized interviews;
direct observations; and artifacts to accurately portray events, experiences, and firsthand
narrative of the researched subjects (Patton, 2015). According to Finlay (2006),
qualitative research attempts to make sense of things in their natural setting, which leads
to investigation and understanding of the world. Qualitative research requires substantial
time for data collection; consequently, qualitative research designs rely on smaller sample
sizes (Patton, 2015).
The main focus of this research study was to identify and describe strategies
exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to lead in crisis using the five
critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership: (sense making, decision making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the
COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. In addition, it was the purpose to understand and describe
the experiences of exemplary leaders during a time of crisis. This research study was
designed to use the interview and artifacts to describe and understand the lived
experiences of exemplary urban unified district superintendents during a time of crisis.
Based on these reasons, a qualitative research design was selected for this study.
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Case Study
A widely used qualitative design is case study in which an analytical approach
that involves a detailed description is used to study an individual, a group, an activity, or
a phenomenon (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Case study research is a qualitative
approach in which a researcher explores a case over time with details and in-depth data
collection involving interviews, audiovisual material, observations, and reports, studied
across disciplines (Creswell, Hanson, Plano Clark, & Morales, 2007). Qualitative case
studies are distinguished by size and intent (Hossain, 2011). In addition, case studies rely
on observations and interviews of the events being studied, and multiple sources of
evidence, documents, artifacts, interviews, and direct participant observation (Yin, 2018).
Several basic case study designs explain a phenomenon: a single case, and a
multiple case design (Yin, 1981). A single case is used to test a theory and a multiple
case design draws conclusions from a group of cases (Yin, 1981). Likewise, McMillan
and Schumacher (2010) described an intrinsic and instrumental case that supports
qualitative research. An intrinsic case focuses on a single case that investigates an
unusual or unique individual, group, or event, and an instrumental case focuses on a
specific theme or issue (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). This study focused on a
qualitative multiple case study.
Seminal authors Creswell (2012), McMillan and Schumacher (2010), and Patton
(2015) agreed that case studies are a method of inquiry in which they stand alone as a
detailed story about a person, organization, event, campaign, or program. Case studies
are a collection of multiple studies on the same topic intended to have results that can be
replicated to have reliability of the research design (Yin, 1981). A primary focus of this
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multiple case study was to identify and describe strategies exemplary urban unified
district superintendents used to lead during the COVID-19 crisis while using the five
critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, meaning making, decisionmaking and coordination, learning, and accounting; Boin et al., 2017). In addition, the
purpose was to understand and describe the experiences of exemplary leaders during a
time of crisis by conducting virtual interviews. The rationale for the multiple case design
of this study was selected because of the rich narrative and deep nature of the
methodology for describing leading within a crisis (Yin, 2018).
A primary focus for data collection was to provide holistic, detailed descriptions
of how urban unified district superintendents used Boin et al.’s (2017) five critical tasks
of strategic crisis leadership. The goal of the research was to include a small sample of
urban unified district superintendents to deeply capture the participants’ experiences in
the study to increase the validity and reliability of the findings. According to Patton
(2015), there are no rules for a sample size in qualitative studies. Qualitative inquiry
focuses on the logic of the sample size as it relates to the purpose of the study and
research problem and “on the information richness of the cases and analytical capabilities
of the researcher” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 328). The study sample size was
limited to five participants because “a qualitative sample can range from 1 to 40 or more”
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 328). The qualitative research cultivated by
participants’ narrative descriptions in the study provided a rich understanding of the
described experiences of exemplary leaders (Merriam, 2009). For this reason, a
qualitative multiple case study was the most applicable for this research.
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Population
A population is a group of people with common characteristics from which results
can be generalized (Creswell, 2014); McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The group
selected for the research study is distinguished from other groups by its characteristics
and criteria as desired by the researcher (Creswell, 2012). According to the California
Department of Education (CDE, 2019), California has approximately 1,037 district
superintendents, including unified, elementary, and high school. According to Giannini
(2021), a public school superintendent is a leader in a local educational agency who has
been appointed by the board of education to serve as the chief executive officer. Urban
school districts are defined as being generally located within densely populated areas. In
comparison to suburban and rural areas, urban school districts often serve a significant
number of immigrant students, have language diversity, operate with larger racial and
ethnic groups, experience high levels of poverty, and sustain inexperienced teachers and
low-student performance (Ahram et al., 2014; C. J. Johnson, 2014; Ratcliffe et al., 2016;
U.S. Census Bureau, 2021).
Patten and Newhart (2018) described a population as significant and “ultimately
the group in which a researcher is interested in explaining or describing, along with
drawing a sample from the described population” (p. 89). Of the 1,037 California school
districts, the researcher identified 346 unified school districts, representing 346
superintendents according to the CDE (2019).
Sampling Frame
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined sampling frame as a subset of the
population with shared and common characteristics. According to McMillan and
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Schumacher, sampling frames must be clearly identified for the purposes of the research
study. A sampling frame for a study is the entire set of individuals chosen from the
overall population for which the study data are to be used to make inferences (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2010). The sampling frame defines the population to which the findings
are meant to be generalized. It is important that the sampling frame is clearly identified
for the purpose of this research study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). A sampling
frame for a study is the entire set of individuals chosen from the overall population for
which the study data are to be used to make inferences.
The sampling frame defines a smaller group to which the findings are meant to be
generalized (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Creswell (2014) defined a target
population as the “actual list of sampling units from which the sample is selected”
(p. 393). It is typically not feasible, due to time or cost constraints, to study large groups;
therefore, the researcher chose population samples from within a larger group. The
sampling frame was identified as urban unified district superintendents. Because no
readily available list of urban unified school districts in California exists, the researcher
found that according to the National Center for Education Statistics (2016) using 20152016 data, approximately 142 of California schools were urban. Applying that statistic to
the 346 unified school districts and superintendents in California yielded a sampling
frame of approximately 142 urban unified district superintendents. A sampling frame of
142 was still too large, and the researcher further narrowed the funnel of study to the
sample population (see Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Superintendent population sample funnel. Adapted from “Fingertip Facts on Education
in California,” by California Department of Education, 2019
(https://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/ad/ceffingertipfacts.asp).

Sample
The sample in a study represents a group of people from a larger population,
whom a researcher is interested in studying (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Generalizations and data are collected from the selected sample. There are several
sampling procedures identified in research: random, convenience, or stratified. Patton
(2015) stated that small samples provide the most important breakthroughs. According to
McMillan and Schumacher (2010), “Sampling refers to a group of individuals
representing a population from which data are collected” (page 489).
Similarly, Patton (2015) and Creswell (2003) defined a sample as a subset of the
target population or sampling frame representing the whole population. For this study, it
would be unrealistic for the researcher to use all urban superintendents in California
because of distance and time. The sample for this research included five exemplary
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urban unified district superintendents leading in California. The criteria for identifying
an urban superintendent leading an urban district was defined as a district having 10,000
or more students; a high English learner population; and disparities of social, economic,
and educational inequality (Welsh & Swain, 2020). The researcher selected purposeful
sampling to identify the five exemplary urban unified district superintendents who led
during the COVID-19 crisis. In purposeful sampling, the participants are representative
of the population and target population, or they have needed characteristics (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Criterion sampling involves selecting cases that must meet some
predetermined criterion of importance Patton (2002). A purposeful criterion sample was
used in the study, which means that the sample was available and willing (Newhart &
Patten, 2018). For this research, exemplary leaders are defined as someone set apart from
peers in a supreme manner, suitable behavior, principles, or intentions that can be copied
(Goodwin et al., 2014). This study was delimited to five exemplary urban unified district
superintendents who had a minimum of 3 years of experience in their position, and who
had demonstrated successful leadership during crisis. In addition, the exemplary leaders
in this study had to meet two or more of the following criteria:
• recognition by his or her peers
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
• membership in professional associations in his or her field
• participation in workshops, training or seminars focused on crisis leadership
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Sample Selection
An expert panel is an approach used by experts from a variety of fields to discuss
and make recommendations in research for a course of action (Coulter, Elfenbaum, Jain,
& Jonas, 2016). Expert panels are often used to identify research participants that must
meet a certain criteria for inclusion in a study (Coulter et al., 2016). According to
Creswell (2003), an expert panel member is a person with extensive knowledge, and
experience in a particular occupation or area of study, and are called for expert advice.
For this study, a panel of two current or retired superintendents who were reviewed and
confirmed by the UMass Global University faculty, and are members of the California
North/South superintendents group were asked to serve as an expert panel.
Superintendents who are members of the California North/South organization must be
considered exemplary leaders to become members. The panel members were asked to
nominate seven potential participants who they perceive to meet the study criteria.
After the sampling selection process took place the researcher contacted urban
unified district superintendents that met the exemplary criteria of leading during the
COVID-19 health pandemic from an eligible list provided by the expert panel. The
researcher contacted urban unified district superintendents via email and explained the
associated terms of anonymity for participants in the study. Once the researcher secured
agreement to participate in the study, the researcher emailed the following: (a) invitation
to participate letter (Appendix B), (b) Research Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix C),
and (c) informed consent form to be signed and collected at the time of the interview
(Appendix D). The five exemplary urban unified district superintendents with confirmed
eligibility status who responded when contacted were scheduled for an open-ended semi
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structured interview. The five participants were contacted for a virtual interview as
outlined by the following process:
1. The researcher collaborated with the expert panel in identifying urban unified district
superintendents who met the exemplary criteria for the study.
2. The researcher emailed or called the participants and explained the purpose of the
study.
3. Once the participants agreed to the interview, the researcher scheduled a 60-minute
interview with each exemplary urban unified district superintendent for a day and
time convenient for them.
4. The researcher emailed the following documents to each participant: (a) an
informational letter to participate (see Appendix B), (b) the UMass Global University
Participant’s Bill of Rights (see Appendix C), and (c) an informed consent form (see
Appendix D).
5. Prior to each interview, the researcher emailed the participants the five critical tasks
of strategic crisis leadership interview questions and definitions (see Appendix E).
6. Prior to the start of the interview questions, the participants were required to provide
an audible response with a “yes” as to the informed consent within the recording and
captured in the transcript.
Instrumentation
The researcher used a qualitative data analysis for this multiple case study
instrumentation. The instruments or measures in a qualitative study are researcher tools
used to collect data to address the purpose and questions of the research (Patten &
Newhart, 2018). Selecting a firm instrument design limits sampling and research bias,
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which provides accurate findings and increases the validity and reliability of the research
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For this study, the peer researchers, with the guidance
of the faculty advisors, developed definitions and interview questions aligned to the five
critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (Boin et al., 2017). The open-ended semi
structured interviews, along with artifacts and literature, were used to triangulate the data
and validate the findings.
Qualitative Instrumentation
The qualitative research design is sensitive to people and places under study, and
data are analyzed to establish patterns and themes. Qualitative researchers may be more
interested in the subjects of the study and how they portray and describe a narrative to
construct reality (Patten & Newhart, 2018). The researcher used a qualitative design
instrument using the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (Boin et al., 2017).
Qualitative research designs to emphasize gathering data for a natural-occurring
phenomenon in which a researcher explores a variety of methods to achieve an
understanding (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). To accomplish the qualitative research
design, the researcher used an open-ended interview protocol developed by the peer
researchers and faculty.
According to Patten and Newhart (2018), interviews vary from structure to
unstructured, with semi structured being the most common. Questions in semi structured
interviews in qualitative research can be formulated in advance (Patten & Newhart,
2018). For this purpose, the researcher used the synthesis matrix (Appendix A), along
with the process followed by the team of nine peer researchers described below.
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1. Each team member was provided a terminology on crisis leadership and management
to research thoroughly and provide a definition with research for each definition.
2. Each member’s definition was reviewed as a team and approved for the study.
3. Subvariables from the definitions were identified, and researched by the peer
researchers for deeper understanding and to develop draft questions that were aligned
and had content validity.
4. Each proposed member’s semi structured interview questions were reviewed by the
team and thematic faculty for additional validation.
5. The team approved the semi structured interview questions, which were placed on a
chart with all the attributes for all appropriate areas and linkages of which questions
would fall in line with each variable attributes.
6. The team compiled the semi structured interview questions into a single script with a
description of the study.
7. The semi structured interview questions were analyzed by the thematic team chairs
who acted as research experts to determine the questions were appropriately objective
and would result in the desired type of responses.
8. The feedback was reviewed and revisions were made.
The interview design included an opening statement to introduce the research and
the researcher. The researcher met with participants through a virtual platform, Zoom, to
conduct the online interview. The qualitative interview began with an overview of the
study and an acknowledgement of the documents that had been emailed to participants
prior to the interview, which included the informed consent and the Research Participants
Bill of Rights, and obtaining the participant’s signature on the informed consent form.
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The researcher began the interview protocol and engaged the participants in a
conversation following the interview script. The interview script consisted of definitions
and questions aligned to the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership: sense making,
decision-making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning (Boin et
al., 2017). The questions and definitions were previously analyzed by the peer
researchers and the faculty advisors to determine alignment with the five critical tasks of
strategic crisis leadership.
Case studies are a collection of multiple studies on the same topic intended to
have results that can be replicated to have reliability of the research design (Yin, 1981).
Interviews were a primary focus of this study, allowing the researcher to gather data and
rely on narratives and perceptions from the participants. The researcher examined the
participants’ perceptions through a phenomenological approach to acquire knowledge
about the lived experiences of urban unified district superintendents during the COVID19 pandemic.
Interviews
Interview protocols include written directions using a script to begin the
interview, question prompts and notes to support the researcher, and a standard set of
predetermined questions to ask all participants to keep consistency (Patten & Newhart,
2018). Qualitative studies offer in-depth questioning during interviews so participants
can answer open-ended questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). One goal is to
gather primary data of qualitative interviews so verbatim accounts of what transpires in
the interview sessions are digitally recorded to ensure completeness of the verbal
interaction and provide reliability (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For this study, the
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researcher used semi structured interview questions developed by a team of researchers
and the researchers’ faculty advisor.
The researcher started the interview with a brief introduction of the study, a
review of the informed consent form, and the UMass Global University Participant’s Bill
of Rights and ensured an audible response of “yes” to the informed consent form. Each
interviewee was provided with the same questions and the same sequence through an
online platform, Zoom. To increase effectiveness during the interview, the researcher
elicited elaboration of detail as necessary by using probing questions within the context
of the conversation to engage with each respondent and increase the individual’s
responses.
Artifacts
In qualitative research, artifacts are a noninteractive way of obtaining qualitative
data, which can include a collection of emails, photographs, personal documents, and
objects (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Artifact collection is a strategy used by the
researcher during a qualitative study, which can be supported with triangulation.
Researchers use triangulation to explain the logic of a study through an explanatory
process using data sources to find a recurring pattern or theme (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). For this study, the researcher asked each superintendent to provide artifacts they
believed were examples of leading in crisis using the five critical tasks of strategic crisis
leadership (sense making, decision making and coordination, meaning making,
accounting, and learning). Each urban unified district superintendent was a graphic
organizer defining the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership framework, and a
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section to add artifact samples to provide to the researcher with a deeper knowledge of
crisis management.
Field Testing
To have a bias-free interview, a protocol must be followed to maintain the
consistency and reliability of the study; questions should be field tested. This allows the
researcher to have the questions revised, if necessary, by experts (Patten & Newhart,
2018). The researcher field tested an interview with an urban unified district
superintendent that led during the COVID-19 pandemic using the five critical tasks of
strategic crisis leadership: sense making, decision-making and coordination, meaning
making, accounting, and learning (Boin et al., 2017). All members of the peer researcher
team field tested the Participants five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership
(Appendix G). The field-tested participant who met the criteria was selected as outlined
in the study. The following are the steps that were used during the field test.
1. The semi structured interview questions were used in a pilot interview with one
participant who was not included in the study.
2. The peer research team agreed that the informed consent and questions would be sent
prior to the interview for participants to review.
3. Interviewee and observer responses were analyzed for response type that addresses
the research purpose.
4. The responses and interviewer observations were used to refine the interview
questions, which were then finalized in collaboration with expert thematic faculty.
During the field test, an observer who is a recent UMass Global University
graduate with qualitative research experience supported this researcher by gathering
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feedback. The observer collected feedback using the Observer Interview Feedback
Reflection Questions Form (Appendix G). Feedback was gathered from the participant at
the end of the field test using the Participant Field Test Feedback Questions Form
(Appendix H). In addition, the researcher reflected on the process using the Researcher
Interview Feedback Reflection Questions (Appendix H). The feedback supported the
research and the thematic peers in analyzing the collected data and making any necessary
revisions to the semi structured interview questions and process. The peer researchers
and faculty advisors utilized the feedback to revise the semi structured interview
instrument as needed. The faculty and the peer researchers then approved the final
interview instrument.
Validity
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) emphasized the design of validity in the
context of research to the truthfulness of findings and conclusions. Validity is relative to
the purpose of measurement in the study (Patten & Newhart, 2018). A strong validity in
research relies on the claims of data collection and analysis techniques (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). A case can be used for exploratory or descriptive purposes. For this
study, a descriptive approach was intended to identify events for a complete phenomenon
of understanding a multiple case triangulation of data (Quintão, Andrade, & Almeida,
2020). Validity was a risk factor in the study; therefore, the researcher used the
construction of instruments to measure the research questions (Patton, 2015). The
construction of the questions and development of the interview protocol was based on the
five critical tasks of strategic leadership protocols.
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1. The researcher conducted a practice interview through a participant field test with a
superintendent who was not part of the formal study and that met the study criteria.
The practice interview was virtually recorded and observed by a knowledgeable and
expert peer.
2. The field-test participant met the criteria identified under the sample. After the
interview, the field-test participant provided feedback using the Field-Test Participant
Feedback Questions (Appendix G).
3. The participant was given a copy of the virtual field test recording to review and the
written transcript to provide corrections to the document.
4. The observer also provided feedback on the instrument and on the researcher’s
technique within the interview protocol.
5. The researcher and peer researchers and faculty advisors revised the interview
questions based on the feedback from the field test.
Reliability
Reliability refers to the measurement that produces consistent results, precision,
repeatability, and trustworthiness of research (Mohajan, 2017). To improve reliability,
the process followed by a team of nine peer researchers used a collaboratively developed
interview script with interview questions. The interview protocol was used as a guide
during each interview to ensure consistency and reliability so each interviewee was asked
the same questions.
1. The researcher emailed each participant a written detail of the study (Appendix B).
2. To increase reliability, the researcher used Zoom as an online platform and recorded
each participant interview, followed by the collection of the Zoom-recorded field
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notes. The notes were transcribed digitally and shared with each interviewee to verify
accuracy.
3. The researcher asked the interviewee the questions in a sequential order, allowing the
researcher to have consistency of the interview process and enhance reliability.
Intercoder Reliability
The qualitative data analysis includes intercoder reliability to improve the quality
of coding and the credibility of the findings with two coders who come to the same
conclusion (Campbell, Quincy, Osserman, & Pedersen, 2013 Patton, 2015). For this
study, the researcher used Creswell and Poth’s (2018) recommended procedures for data
transcription. The use of intercoder reliability was another method the nine peer
researchers used to ensure reliability for this study. Working collaboratively in a team
can increase comprehensibility and provide sound interpretation of data, and a value of
80% shows an agreement for reliability to occur (Burla et al., 2008). The researcher
strengthened the intercoder reliability by using the NVivo software to generate a list of
codes and themes. A peer researcher acted as a third-party evaluator and analyzed and
coded one interview transcript. Intercoder reliability was met when the researcher and
peer researcher had consistency of 80% or higher as regards to coding.
Data Collection
Qualitative, multiple case research designs emphasize gathering data for a natural
occurring phenomenon by which a researcher explores various methods to achieve an
understanding (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The goal for the data collection in this
case study was to gather primary data of qualitative interviews, so verbatim accounts of
what transpires in the interview sessions are digitally recorded to ensure completeness of
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the verbal interaction and provide reliability (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
following are the steps taken by the researcher to collect data.
1. To ensure the protection of human research participants, the researcher completed the
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) certification (Appendix J).
2. The researcher received approval from the UMass Global University Institutional
Review Board to conduct the study (Appendix A).
3. The researcher emailed each participant a letter of invitation to participate in the
research with details of the study (Appendix B).
4. Once the five participants agreed to the interview, the researcher scheduled a 60minute interview with each exemplary urban unified district superintendent for a day
and time convenient for them.
5. The researcher emailed the following documents to each participant: (a) Invitation
/informational letter to participate (see Appendix B), (b) the UMass Global University
Research Participants Bill of Rights (see Appendix C), and (c) an informed consent
form (see Appendix D).
6. Prior to each interview, the researcher emailed the participants the five critical tasks
of strategic crisis leadership semi structured interview questions and definitions
(Appendix E).
7. In addition, prior to the interview the researcher emailed each participant an artifact
sample form (see Appendix I).
8. Prior to the start of the interview questions, the participants were required to provide
an audible response with a “yes” as to the informed consent within the recording and
captured in the transcript.
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All participants agreed to the informed consent prior to data collection. The
researcher provided the security of all data and the privacy of the participants by securing
the data on a password-protected computer and locking all printed documents in a locked
office safe. The researcher ensured that it would not be possible to identify participants
as the person who provided any specific information for the study. Participants were
identified as Superintendent A, Superintendent B, and Superintendent C, and so forth.
Transcripts and recordings will be destroyed 3 years after the publishing of this
dissertation.
Data Analysis
According to McMillian and Schumacher (2010), “Data collection and analysis
are interwoven, and it is about a strategy to gather results” (p. 368 ). For this qualitative
multiple case study, the researcher collected data and artifacts from interviews and
transcribed the recordings using the NVivo software to generate a list of codes and
themes. Once the qualitative process was completed, the researcher analyzed the data
and established the research findings.
Yin (2018) described the complexity of qualitative data and the necessary
strategies to improve trustworthiness in a thematic analysis. The researcher used three
strategies to analyze the data for this multiple case study. First, the researcher recorded
the interviews of the five urban unified district superintendents and emailed the recording
and transcription to each participant for accuracy. Next, the researcher coded with the
NVivo software and found themes and patterns from the frequency data. Finally, a peer
researcher coded one of the transcribed interviews to ensure accurate intercoder
reliability.
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Limitations
The limitations for this study included the sample size, COVID-19, and the
researcher as an instrument of the study. Limitations are often out of a researcher’s
control, which may impact the results and the generalizations of the study (Ochieng,
2009; Patton, 2015). For this purpose, this study was not intended to make
generalizations of the larger population of superintendents. The results in the multiple
case studies provided information within the selected sample population of exemplary
urban unified district superintendents to inform future studies.
Sample Size
The researcher selected purposeful convenience sampling, limited to five
exemplary urban unified superintendents who led during the 2020 COVID-19 crisis. All
five urban unified superintendents interviewed were from California; as a result, limited
generalizability of the results exists from the total population of superintendents. The
sample sizes were determined and reviewed by the peer researchers and the faculty
advisors.
COVID-19
The COVID-19 health pandemic has impacted education globally since midMarch of 2020, leaving school superintendents to make rapid decisions to preserve K-12
education while maintaining a social responsibility to learning and ensuring student and
staff safety (Keefe, 2020). COVID-19 presented a limitation on the study because
education as well as educational leaders and their constituents have been impacted
globally.
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Researcher as an Instrument in the Study
Researchers conducting qualitative studies through interviews become the
instrument through which data were collected (Chenail, 2011). The role of the researcher
in a qualitative study raises validity and reliability concerns regarding bias. The
researcher must maintain neutrality, establish trust, be genuine, and allow the participants
to be at ease and respond to the questions during the interview (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). The researcher’s mental and other discomforts with the research topic may
threaten the data obtained (Poggenpoel & Myburgh, 2003).
At the time of this study, the researcher was an elementary school principal with 7
years of experience in administration. The researcher’s resume included 20 years of
experience in education in various roles, from classroom teacher to instructional coach, to
assistant principal, to principal. Having had experience in the field of education, the
researcher may have contributed to a potential bias during the study’s data collection
process. To prevent any potential bias, a variety of methods was used, including a
recorded and transcribed script for all interviews, a field test of the protocols by a
qualified observer with feedback and a peer in the doctoral program who analyzed at least
one transcript to ensure the validity of the themes and codes of the researcher.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This qualitative multiple case study identifies and describes strategies exemplary
urban unified district superintendents used to lead in a crisis using the five critical tasks
of strategic crisis leadership. This chapter identifies the qualitative results obtained
through semi structured open-ended interview questions in a virtual interview setting.
Artifacts were collected and are interspersed with the interview data. The interview data
collected from the qualitative interviews address each research question. The data are
presented in a narrative form followed by tables and figures that visually support the
description to demonstrate major themes. The qualitative multiple case study data
include direct quotes from the five exemplary urban unified district superintendents.
Chapter IV concludes with a presentation of the qualitative data and a summary of the
study’s findings.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to lead in crisis using the
five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, it was the purpose to understand and describe the
experiences of exemplary leaders during a time of crisis.
Research Questions
1. How did urban unified district superintendents use sense making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?
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2. How did urban unified district superintendents use decision making and coordination
crisis leadership strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic?
3. How did urban unified district superintendents use meaning making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic?
4. How did urban unified district superintendents use accounting crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic?
5. How did urban unified district superintendents use learning crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID 19 pandemic?
6. How did urban unified district superintendents describe their experiences as leaders
during the time of crisis?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
This study was conducted using a qualitative multiple case research design.
According to Finlay (2006), qualitative research attempts to make sense of things in their
natural setting, which leads to investigation and understanding of the world. Qualitative
research requires substantial time for data collection; consequently, qualitative research
designs rely on smaller sample sizes (Patton, 2015). In this research, a qualitative
multiple case study methodology was used to narrate the story of five particular
exemplary urban unified district superintendents who led during the COVID-19 crisis
while using the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, meaning
making, decision making and coordination, learning, and accounting; Boin et al., 2017).
Prior to this study, the researcher could not find previously conducted research regarding
exemplary urban unified district superintendents and their use of the five critical tasks of
strategic crisis leadership during COVID-19. This may be attributable to the recency of
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this world health pandemic. Consequently, the findings of this study are new and provide
detailed insight into the lived experiences of five exemplary urban unified district
superintendents who led their districts during the COVID-19 crisis.
Interview Process and Procedure
Semi structured open-ended interviews were the primary source of data collection
for this study. A primary focus for data collection was to provide holistic, detailed
descriptions of how exemplary urban unified district superintendents used Boin et al.’s
(2017) five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership. The focus of the research was to
include a small sample of exemplary urban unified district superintendents to deeply
capture the participants’ experiences in the study to increase the validity and reliability of
the findings.
Questions in semi structured interviews in qualitative research can be formulated
in advance (Patten & Newhart, 2018). For this purpose, the researcher used the synthesis
matrix (Appendix A), and collaborated with a team of nine peer researchers to generate
the questions. The team of nine peer researchers developed questions that were aligned
to each variable attribute in the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (Appendix
E), which also aligned to each of the stated research questions. The interview questions
were analyzed by the thematic team chairs who acted as research experts to determine
whether the questions were appropriately objective and would result in the desired depth
of responses.
Prior to each interview, each superintendent was emailed the five critical tasks of
strategic crisis leadership interview questions and definitions (see Appendix E). During
the interview, the researcher asked each interviewee the same semi structured open-ended
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interview questions in the exact sequence, allowing the researcher to have consistency of
the interview process and to enhance reliability. When necessary, the researcher asked
probing questions to permit the interviewee to elaborate and provide detailed information.
Case studies are a collection of multiple studies on the same topic intended to have
results that can be replicated to have reliability of the research design (Yin, 1981). The
interviews were a primary focus of this study, allowing the researcher to gather data and
rely on narratives and perceptions of the lived experiences of urban unified district
superintendents during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Before the first interview, the structured interview questions were used in a pilot
interview with one participant who was not included in the study but met the criteria as a
participating superintendent. During the field test, an observer who is a recent UMass
Global University graduate with qualitative research experience supported this researcher
by gathering feedback. The observer collected feedback using the Observer Interview
Feedback Reflection Questions Form (Appendix G). Feedback was gathered from the
participant at the end of the field test using the Participant Field Test Feedback Questions
Form (Appendix H). In addition, the researcher reflected on the process using the
Researcher Interview Feedback Reflection Questions (Appendix H). The feedback
supported the research and the thematic peers in analyzing the collected data and making
any necessary revisions to the semi structured interview questions and process.
In total, nine superintendents were identified by an expert panel in identifying
urban unified district superintendents who met the exemplary criteria for the study. All
nine superintendents were invited to participate in the study and were provided emailed
copies of the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership interview questions and

88

definitions (see Appendix E), an informational letter to participate (Appendix B), UMass
Global University Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix C), and an informed consent
form (Appendix D). Five of the nine invited superintendents consented to participate in
the study. Interviews occurred between October 4, 2021, and October 16, 2021. All five
superintendents were interviewed using the virtual Zoom video conferencing platform.
All participant interviews were conducted remotely because of the geographical distance
between the interviewer and interviewee, and the COVID-19 restrictions imposed on
social gatherings by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the
university.
The participant interview duration ranged from 30 min to 66 min. All interviews
were recorded using Zoom and transcribed using the Fireflies application. The
transcriptions were proofread by the researcher and edits such as “their and there,”
“corazon,” and “so” were made. To increase the reliability of the study, interview
transcriptions were individually emailed to each participant to review for accuracy. One
superintendent made a correction on “their,” “the,” and a second superintendent made a
correction on “education,” and “public information officer.”
Artifacts were collected to provide triangulation and corroboration to explain the
logic of the study and support recurring themes. For this study, the researcher asked each
superintendent to provide artifacts they believed were examples of leading in crisis using
the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning). Each urban unified district
superintendent was provided a graphic organizer defining the five critical tasks of
strategic crisis leadership framework and a section to add artifact samples to provide the
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researcher with a deeper knowledge of crisis management (Appendix J). Additionally,
the researcher collected digital content such as school board agendas and minutes,
COVID-19 Task Force agendas, social media meeting recordings with parents,
presentations, superintendents’ podcasts, and other online content to acquire artifacts for
this study. A total of 55 digital artifacts were collected, including COVID-19 task force
meetings, superintendent weekly COVID-19 messages to staff and community, surveys,
board agendas, community meetings, social media Zoom recordings, and school
reopening plans.
The interview transcriptions and digital artifacts were uploaded into the NVivo
software program for the purposes of data analysis and storage. The NVivo software was
the primary organizational tool used to code the data for patterns and themes and to
create reports to provide details for the study. The coded themes reflected the
superintendents’ responses, digital artifacts, and links to the original research questions in
Boin et al.’s (2017) five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making,
decision making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning). All of
the coded themes answering the research questions were connected to the five critical
tasks of strategic crisis leadership framework, and a frequency table was generated for
each theme to show its occurrence in each participant’s responses.
Population
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined a population as “a group of individuals
or events from which a sample is drawn and to which results can be generated” (p. 489).
For this study, the researcher identified an overall population of 1,037 urban unified
superintendents working in California. The general population for this research was
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determined to be too large to analyze a significant population. For that reason, the
researcher identified and narrowed the population size to 346 unified school districts,
representing 346 superintendents according to the California Department of Education
(2019).
Sample
The sample in a study represents a group of people from a larger population
whom a researcher is interested in studying (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Patton
(2015) stated that small samples provide the most important breakthroughs. Similarly,
Patton (2015) and Creswell (2003) defined a sample as a subset of the target population
or sampling frame representing the whole population. The sample for this research
included five exemplary urban unified district superintendents leading in California. The
criteria for identifying an urban superintendent leading an urban district was defined as a
district having 10,000 or more students; a high English learner population; and disparities
of social, economic, and educational inequality (Welsh & Swain, 2020).
The researcher selected purposeful sampling to identify the five exemplary urban
unified district superintendents who led during the COVID-19 crisis. In purposeful
sampling, the participants are representatives of the population and target population, or
they have needed characteristics (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Criterion sampling
involves selecting cases that must meet some predetermined criterion of importance
(Patton, 2002). A purposeful criterion sample was used in the study, which means that
the sample was available and willing (Newhart & Patten, 2018). For this research,
exemplary leaders are defined as someone set apart from peers in a supreme manner with
suitable behavior, principles, or intentions that can be copied (Goodwin et al., 2014).
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This study was delimited to five exemplary urban unified district superintendents who
had a minimum of 3 years of experience in their position, and who had demonstrated
successful leadership during a crisis. In addition, the exemplary leaders in this study had
to meet two or more of the following criteria:
• recognition by his or her peers
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
• membership in professional associations in his or her field
• participation in workshops, training, or seminars focused on crisis leadership
Demographic Data
The qualitative multiple case study included five superintendents selected from a
target population by using a set of criteria. The five superintendents who were
interviewed ranged in age from 50 to 63 years old and were males. The years of
experience as superintendents ranged from 4 to 17 years. The school district enrollment
for each of the urban unified district superintendents ranged from 13,245 to 25,186
students and served kindergarten through Grade 12. Four superintendents who were
interviewed hold doctoral degrees and one a master’s degree. Table 1 presents a
description of the sample at the time of the study and includes years of service as a
superintendent, years of service as a superintendent in their current district, district
enrollment, gender, age, and terminal degree.
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Table 1
Description of Sample
Participant

Superintendent A
Superintendent B
Superintendent C
Superintendent D
Superintendent E

Years of
service as a
superintendent
14
7
14
7
4.5

Years as a
superintendent
in current
district
4
7
10
7
4.5

District
enrollment

Gender

Age

Terminal
level of
degree

18,170
25,186
21,065
19,940
13,245

M
M
M
M
M

60-70
50-60
50-60
50-60
50-60

Ed.D.
Ed.D.
Ed.D.
M.A./M.S.
Ph.D.

Presentation and Analysis of Data
The presentation and analysis of data in this chapter were generated qualitatively
through virtual interviews and collection of electronic artifacts. The data are presented to
document this qualitative multiple case study and identify and describe strategies
exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to lead in a crisis using the five
critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The findings from the interviews and electronic artifacts were
collected and coded to determine emerging frequency of themes related to each of the
five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership framework. The collected and coded data
further revealed the narrative of the lived experiences of exemplary superintendents
during COVID-19, and the relationship to the five critical tasks of strategic crisis
leadership. The interview questions were designed to allow superintendents to reflect
and share their experiences and crisis leadership strategies as they related to the five
critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership. Various themes naturally emerged from the
open-ended semi structured interviews and artifacts collected, along with the alignment to
the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership framework. Each variable of the five
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critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership was aligned to a research question, and through
the data analyzed, organized, and presented by a research question. The total frequencies
for all themes was 1,122 and within this, 18 themes were identified. The analysis of the
data is presented by research question and is also summarized in its entirety.
Data for Research Question 1: Sense Making
Research Question 1 asked, “How did urban unified district superintendents use
sense making crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?” The
qualitative data related to this research question follow.
Research Question 1 sought to identify and describe crisis leadership and
management practices using sense making, one of the five critical tasks of strategic crisis
leadership framework. For purposes of this study, sense making was defined as during a
crisis, leaders must quickly assess the situation and try to make sense of it to make
informed decisions. When there is a crisis, a leader becomes a crisis manager who seeks
to gather information and understand the underlying root of the situation and the big
picture based on the available information (Boin & Renaud, 2013). Based on this, a
leader becomes strategic and operational and is expected to respond to multiple demands.
A series of three interview questions were asked to gather data for the sense
making critical task. Interview questions were asked of each superintendent to gather
data to answer Research Question 1. The data were grouped into three overarching
themes for sense making based on the urban superintendents’ responses along with 137
frequencies and 15 artifacts. Figure 10 illustrates the frequency of the themes for sense
making.
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Data Analysis
28
21%
Collaboration
62
45%

Communication
47
34%
Collaboration

Communication

Data Analysis

Figure 10. Frequency of coded entries for sense making.

Collaboration. After examining the interview responses and artifacts, the theme
with the highest frequency under the sense making critical task was collaboration. The
responses for collaboration included 58 interview frequencies and four artifact
frequencies, a total of 62, which was 45% of the coded data for sense making.
Collaboration had a total frequency of 62 and represented 45% of the data for sense
making and 6% of the overall total 1,122 frequencies of all responses coded by the
researcher (see Table 2).
Within the overarching theme of collaboration were the coded strategies used for
sense making: weekly board meetings, focusing on a common goal, COVID-19 task
force, and educational partners. The results were consistent with those of Boin et al.
(2017) as the exemplary urban superintendents interviewed expressed the importance of
collaboration to make sense of the COVID-19 pandemic to lead their unified school
districts.
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Table 2
Critical Task: Sense Making; Overarching Theme: Collaboration
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Weekly board
meetings

3

1

3

1

4

6%

Focusing on a common
goal

5

1

21

1

22

36%

Utilizing a task force

5

1

18

1

19

31%

Educational
partnership

5

1

16

1

17

27%

4

58

4

62

100%

Totals

% of
frequency

Note. Total frequency of collaboration = 62.

Superintendent B described sense making with his cabinet as follows:
Well, it was a team effort. So, many of us at the executive or cabinet level, we’re
all searching [feverishly] and trying to get hold of the latest guidance documents.
I almost felt like it was a race for information as each of us kind of pulled this
information from various resources, various parts of our networks, and we’re all
connected in lots of different ways. We would sit with one another literally, many
times and just kind of talk through, okay, what do you make of this? How do you
interpret this?
Superintendent C explained collaboration in his district working in clusters:
The way that we organized, was a drive-through regionally, as opposed to every
school, we did it in clusters. We were able to communicate that to the staff that
was going to be impacted and to families in a variety of ways.
Superintendent B and C’s narrative is supported by Boin and Renaud’s (2013)
research stating that when there is a crisis, a leader becomes a crisis manager who seeks
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to gather information and understand the underlying root of the situation and the big
picture based on the available information. Artifacts in the collaboration theme included
weekly messages to the community and staff, school and district websites, and board
meetings. Three participants expressed using weekly board meetings, and all five
participant artifacts include samples of COVID-19 task force meetings. Finally, multiple
artifacts included evidence of the superintendents attending and presenting at conferences
as part of team of superintendents or the board. Some of the artifact descriptions are
general to protect the participants’ anonymity.
Communication. The second most frequent theme under the sense making was
communication. The responses that fell under communication included 39 interview
frequencies and eight artifact frequencies, a total frequency of 47 (34%) of the coded data
for sense making. Communication had a total of 47 frequencies in the responses and
represented 4% of the total 1,122 frequencies of responses coded by the researcher (see
Table 3).
Table 3
Critical Task: Sense Making; Overarching Theme: Communication
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Multiple modes of
communication

2

5

2

5

7

15%

Communication
with educational
partners

5

1

21

1

22

47%

Frequency of
Communication

5

2

16

2

18

38%

8

39

8

47

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of communication = 47.

97

Under the overarching theme of communication were three coded strategies used
for sense making: multiple modes of communication, communication with educational
partners, and frequency of communication. Superintendent B stated how he
communicated information that led to actions that made sense:
Our district is not organized vertically, where we have like a pecking order where
information either flows to the top or from the top to the bottom. We instead
have, again, small groups that form based on me, on the folks who need to be at
the table, we share the information depending on who is impacted or who needs to
know. We go around, given our input our insight, and then that’s how, again,
decisions are made decisions that communicated through that process. So that
we’re all on the same page. We’re not running in circles, communicating with
people who are not at the table, so that then we have one common message based
on everyone’s input. We make decisions that are sensible, that are common sense
that, really, as unusual orthodox as it might sound.
Supported by Seeger and Ulmer (2003), leaders have the responsibility to
establish an organization’s ethical climate and moral tone through communication with
stakeholders. Superintendent C described his communication steps during COVID-19.
We used our website to provide information that parents could use as a reference.
Our basic communication tool for us was Parent Square, which allows us to send
text messages and email updates and links to our parent community. We also
utilize the social media outlets, Facebook and Twitter to allow for others. We
found ourselves not trying to chase the comments that were receiving, whether
they be positive or negative. We just really took the communication plan that we
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were going to provide information from reliable sources, largely being the county
and state public health departments and land there, that we would try to make it as
undeniable as possible.
Supported by Sawyers (2020), school superintendents are trying to make sense of
COVID-19 and develop new and creative strategies to address the crisis during uncertain
times. Superintendent D described sense making of COVID-19 and using multiple
mediums of communication.
So, on the website, through social media, we were using all of our available
communications platforms, which included some parents facing internal
communications platforms. Things like Parent Square, stuff that we’re pretty
familiar with. We would direct email, direct text message. We made things
available to our parents on the website, and postings on our social media
channels.
Superintendent E described the responsibility of sense making and communication
among district leadership.
In our case, because we are a smaller school district, we were able to take on the
bulk of the communication to alleviate the principals from feeling that burden or
that responsibility. It puts the responsibility of the communication for any
districtwide issues, concerns back on the superintendent, the public information
officer, and our student services department.
Research by Horan (2020) suggested that many superintendents learned to
embrace technology and social media such as Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and other
platforms to remain connected with their students, families, and staff during COVID-19.
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Artifacts in the communication theme under sense making included district
websites, board agendas, newsletters, staff weekly message, community weekly message,
social media, board agendas, superintendents’ weekly blog, and the superintendents’
weekly board of education updates. Finally, multiple artifacts on weekly superintendent
meetings with the CDC and their colleagues were included.
Data analysis. The final theme under the sense making critical task was data
analysis. The responses of data analysis included 25 interview frequencies with a total of
three artifact frequencies for a total frequency of 28 (21%) of the coded data for sense
making. Data analysis had 28 frequencies in the responses and represented 3% of the
overall total 1,122 frequencies of responses coded by the researcher (see Table 4). Under
the overarching theme of data analysis, three coded strategies were identified: County
Health Department, crowd sourcing, and CDC.
Table 4
Critical Task: Sense Making; Overarching Theme: Data Analysis
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

County health
department

5

1

10

1

11

39%

Crowd sourcing

3

1

8

1

9

32%

CDC

5

1

7

1

8

29%

3

25

3

28

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of data analysis = 28.

Superintendent A described collecting and analyzing data to support him in
making sense of COVID-19 and to lead his district:
We utilize a variety tools. We surveyed, we utilized the thought exchange, which
is a crowdsourcing framework. We really primarily brought together groups of
100

people and [a] task force to ensure that all of our educational partners were
involved in the process. We originally did use the crowdsourcing tools to find out
what’s on everyone’s mind. The thought exchange is a tool for that, where we
asked people to just share their thoughts.
Superintendent C described receiving and analyzing information with his leadership
team: “So we are getting information from multiple sources. I would say that the effort
was to filter and condense the information we are receiving into a usable format.”
Superintendent E recalled his data collection by listening and working with different
educational partners.
The other thing I will share is that we started meeting with principals twice a
month. We had before this, we would do once a month, but we increased it just
because the information was changing so fast. I also needed to hear from them
what their struggles were, so that then we can pivot and adjust our resources,
staffing, etc. And that was also very helpful. The other one that I would share
with you is that I was on national calls or Zoom meetings with superintendents
from other states because California was predominantly virtual, but other states
were brought back in person.
Within the literature, Boin et al. (2013) and McLeod and Dulsky (2021) indicated
that sense making, followed by decision making and coordination in times of uncertainty,
is a consistent strategy for crisis leadership. Artifacts in the data analysis theme included
the school district’s COVID-19 dashboard, and the myths and facts provided by the
school district, and their school and district websites. To reiterate, some of the artifact
descriptions are general to protect the participant’s anonymity.
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The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the semi
structured interviews and coded artifacts for the sense making critical task were
collaboration with 45%, communication at 34%, and data analysis at 21%. The
superintendents’ responses for sense making demonstrate the three major themes when
leading during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Data for Research Question 2: Decision Making and Coordination
Research Question 2 asked, “How did urban unified district superintendents use
decision-making and coordination crisis leadership strategies during the COVID 19
pandemic?” The qualitative data related to this research question follow.
Research Question 2 was designed to gather data from urban unified district
superintendents’ crisis leadership strategies used to make decisions during the COVID19. The data were specific to identify and describe crisis leadership and management
practices using decision making and coordination as the second of the five critical tasks
of strategic crisis leadership framework. For purposes of this study, decision making and
coordination was defined in a crisis as the process of making well-informed decisions
that delineate a clear course of action through analysis, planning, communication,
collaboration, and cooperation between partners and the expected value to mitigate the
crisis response (Boin et al., 2017; Crowe, 2013; FEMA, 2010; T. Johnson, 2018).
A series of three questions were asked to gather data for the variable the decision
making and coordination. Interview questions were asked of each superintendent to
gather data to answer Research Question 2.
The data were grouped into three overarching themes for decision making and
coordination based on the urban superintendents’ responses along with 212 frequencies
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and nine artifacts. Figure 11 illustrates the frequency of coded entries for decision
making and coordination.
Communication
32
15%
Collaboration
92
43%

Decision Making
88
42%
Collaboration

Decision Making

Communication

Figure 11. Frequency of coded entries for decision making and coordination.

Collaboration. After examining the interview responses and artifacts, the theme
with the highest frequency of responses for decision making and coordination was
collaboration. The most frequent responses of collaboration included 89 interview
frequencies and three artifact frequencies with 92 (43%) of the coded responses in
decision making and coordination. In addition, collaboration had a total frequency of 92
responses and represented 8% of the total 1,122 frequencies of responses coded by the
researcher (see Table 5).
Within the overarching theme of collaboration were the coded strategies used for
decision making and coordination: educational partners, collaboration with the
community, and conflict resolution. Decision making and coordination themes were
found to be in alignment to the crisis leadership literature by Boin et al. (2017). Urban
superintendents expressed that collaboration during COVID-19 was fundamental in
leading their school districts.
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Table 5
Critical Task: Decision Making and Coordination; Overarching Theme: Collaboration
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Educational
partners

5

1

27

1

28

30%

Collaboration with
the Community

3

1

31

1

32

35%

Conflict resolution

5

1

31

1

32

35%

3

89

3

92

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of collaboration = 92.

According to Rotherham and Gold’s (2021) research, superintendents continue to
navigate how to lead during the 2021-2022 school year and on how to best support
students during the COVID-19 health pandemic. Superintendent A explained the need
for having weekly board meetings: “We also met as a school board weekly, because the
Brown Act was relaxed during the pandemic so that boards could meet without agendize
just to discuss COVID related topics.” Superintendent B described the importance of
consistent collaboration among different stakeholders:
Again, it was maintaining our consistency with our communication and just
staying in contact, in direct contact with those partners that were going to play a
huge role in this, with the county office of education, the county health
department and our local hospital that were partnered with.
Superintendent C described the importance of communicating with other superintendents
so everyone was aware of the decisions and coordination to support communities.
The superintendents by region also met by telephone once a week, so that we
could collaborate in regard to what was an understood practice. What was the
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best practice? What do they believe was on the horizon so that we could not
separate communities by the actions that a district was to take. We didn’t want to
find one district or community putting pressure on another for some action.
Superintendent E coordinated and communicated with city officials to align the county
services to support families in his school district.
I think coordinating again, I meet with the mayor of my local city on a monthly
basis and more often as needed. We’re making sure that we’re coordinating
district services with city services, making sure that we’re in alignment with
county services, both the county office of education and county public health, so
lots of different lines of communication.
As described by Superintendents A, B, C, and E, it was the responsibility of
leadership to communicate with multiple stakeholders during COVID-19. Seeger and
Ulmer’s (2003) literature supports the superintendents’ narrative by describing that it is
the ethical responsibility of leaders to have a communication-based process involving
goals and methods to resolve conflict and to frame meaning during a crisis. Artifacts in
the collaboration theme included board meetings, COVID-19 task force meeting agendas,
and community partner virtual meeting recordings.
Decision making. The second most frequent theme under decision making and
coordination was decision making. The responses that fell under decision making
included 85 interview frequencies and three artifact frequencies with a total frequency of
88 (42% of the coded data for decision making and coordination). Decision making had
a total frequency of 88 responses and represented 8% of the total 1,122 frequencies of
responses coded by the researcher. Under the major theme of decision making were the
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coded strategies: educational partner feedback, students’ learning loss and inequities, and
COVID-19 CDC data analysis (see Table 6).
Table 6
Critical Task: Decision Making and Coordination; Overarching Theme: Decision Making
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Educational partner
feedback

5

1

28

1

29

33%

Students’ learning
loss and inequities

5

1

27

1

28

32%

COVID-19 and
CDC data analysis

5

1

30

1

31

35%

3

85

3

88

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of decision making = 88.

Superintendent A described the decision-making process with the school board to
address students’ learning loss during COVID-19.
We were able to gather the information that we needed as a board to discuss the
feedback we were getting from both our task force and our crowdsourcing tools,
so that we were able then to put together our course of action, which was to plan a
hybrid model, with a virtual school option.
Superintendent B described the decision-making process and coordination by
collaborating with the health department:
Primarily we collaborated with the county health department and then with one of
our local hospitals, once the vaccine started to roll out, and then just communicate
and coordinating the plans to the staff, and later, to the community at large as the
vaccines became available to different groups.
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Superintendent D explained the inequities for students and his rationale for decision
making and coordination during the COVID-19 health pandemic:
Making sure those lines of communication had been open and we were able to do
some really interesting things. I mean, like a lot of districts, we served over 3
million meals to the community during the pandemic. We hosted community
events where we got a massive donation of hand sanitizer. We handed out cases
and cases of hand sanitizer.
Supported by Keefe (2020), superintendents were responsible for making
recommendations to the board of education regarding actions to take during the
coronavirus health crisis, which brought higher demands for superintendents. Artifact
collection in the decision-making theme included board meetings, social media live
recordings, COVID-19 task force meetings, and district website and board agendas.
Again, some artifacts described are general in nature to protect the superintendents’
anonymity.
Communication. After examining the interview responses and artifacts, the final
theme under decision making and coordination was communication. The responses
under communication included 29 interview frequencies and three artifact frequencies
with a total frequency of 32 (15%) of the coded responses in decision making and
coordination. In addition, communication had a total frequency of 32 responses and
represented 3% of the total 1,122 frequencies of responses coded by the researcher.
Under the major theme of communication were the coded strategies: community surveys,
social media, and virtual meetings (see Table 7).

107

Table 7
Critical Task: Decision Making and Coordination; Overarching Theme: Communication
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Community surveys

3

1

6

1

7

22%

Social media use

4

1

6

1

7

22%

Virtual meetings

5

1

17

1

18

56%

3

29

3

32

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of communication = 32.

Superintendent A described his weekly communication with his entire district
staff:
We did all of the same surveys and crowdsourcing tools we used for staff and
broke it down by type of staff, certificated, classified management. I also
communicated weekly and continue to with all of my staff as well. So, that again,
I am sharing the results of the sentiment that I’m feeling based on the feedback
I’m getting from our employees.
Superintendent C described communication with stakeholders through the use of social
media, surveys, and virtual meetings:
I think that our communication with our stakeholders really fell around learning
loss and the ability to utilize the federal and state COVID dollars for social,
emotional learning, as well as academic learning loss and our stakeholders were
able to provide input through surveys and Zoom meetings as to what was being
observed or believed to be needed to meet those two areas of either academic
learning loss, or social emotional learning loss, that was their main role.
Superintendent D added the importance of communicating with the community:
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We’re making sure that we’re coordinating district services with city services,
making sure that we’re in alignment with county services, both the county office
of education and county public health, so lots of different lines of communication.
I think that’s really important, and really powerful to make sure that again, it’s
this kind of this foundational concept of during a crisis, we need to expand our
network, not contract our network. I think that’s for the betterment of the
community.
Superintendent E reflected on the need to communicate in multiple languages to meet the
diverse need of his school district community:
I don’t know how many surveys we put out to the community in English and in
Spanish. We did that, the QR codes, we put up posters around the schools. We
did multiple surveys for employees as well. It was critical that we, again, really
try to understand what the challenges and the needs were.
In the literature, Boin and McConnell (2007) and Hubbard et al. (2020) supported
that superintendents required new leadership strategies to lead during a crisis. Artifacts
in the communication theme included district websites, board agendas, district and staff
newsletters, superintendents’ weekly message to the community, social media, and
superintendents’ podcast. One superintendent in particular mentioned that his preference
was the use of a podcast to keep everyone in his district informed about COVID-19.
The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews
and coded artifacts for decision making and coordination are collaboration 43%, decision
making 42%, and communication 15%. The urban superintendents’ responses for
decision making and coordination were evidence of their leadership in a crisis as the
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process of making well-informed decisions that delineated a clear course of action
through analysis, planning, communication, collaboration, and cooperation between
partners and the expected value to mitigate the crisis response.
Data for Research Question 3: Meaning Making
Research Question 3 asked, “How did urban unified district superintendents use
meaning making crisis leadership strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic?” The
qualitative data related to this research question follow.
Research Question 3 sought to identify and describe crisis leadership and
management practices using meaning making, one of the five critical tasks of the
strategic crisis leadership framework. For purposes of this study, meaning making is
described as the communication of an account of a crisis situation to those directly
affected, factually presenting a narrative that shows empathy and instills confidence in its
framing of the crisis and response measures to establish sense of direction and hope to
reduce fear and anxiety (Barnard, 1968; Boin et al., 2017; Boin & McConnell, 2007;
Boin & Renaud, 2013; Helsloot & Groenendaal, 2017).
A series of three questions were asked during the semi structured interviews to
gather data for the meaning making critical task. Interview questions were asked of each
superintendent to gather data to answer Research Question 3. The data were grouped into
three overarching themes for meaning making based on the urban superintendents’
responses along with 194 frequencies and seven artifacts. Figure 12 illustrates the
frequency of the themes for meaning making.

110

Managing the crisis
38
19%
Relationship building
81
42%

Caring for others
75
39%
Relationship building

Caring for others

Managing the crisis

Figure 12. Frequency of coded entries for meaning making.

Relationship building. After examining the interview responses and artifacts,
the theme with the highest frequency under meaning making was relationship building.
The responses for relationship building included 77 interview frequency responses and
four artifact frequency responses with 81 (42%) of the coded data for meaning making.
Furthermore, relationship building had a frequency total of 81 and represented 7% of the
total 1,122 frequencies of responses coded by the researcher. Within the overarching
theme of relationship building were the coded strategies used for meaning making:
establishing trust, clear messaging, and being visible and transparent (see Table 8).
Additional findings by Fay et al. (2020) and Fernandez and Shaw (2020)
indicated that leaders are working with high demands during the unprecedented times of
COVID-19 when the public pressure to lead is more significant than ever.
Superintendent A reflected on his relationship building with students and families in his
school district:
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Table 8
Critical Task: Meaning Making; Overarching Theme: Relationship Building
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Establishing trust

5

1

23

1

24

30%

Clear messaging

5

2

25

2

27

33%

Being visible and
transparent

3

1

29

1

30

37%

4

77

4

81

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of relationship building = 81.

We also have a family engagement office that was putting on workshops that
would help our families who were challenged with some of these, some of the
worst of the pandemic—be a death in their own family or just resilience to be able
to sustain their lives, given these challenges that many families face. So, we
certainly did our best to try to be everything for everyone, by virtue of building up
our student services department, we were conducting quite a few empathy
interviews with a lot of our families by virtue of being in kids’ living rooms.
Superintendent C described the importance of being visible during COVID-19:
I chose not to work from home, so that I would be here and people would know
that if they wanted someone to talk to about anything, that somebody would be
here that they could see and have a conversation with. I think on top of that, in our
decision making, we were trying to put people first, right? How can we make
sure that the health and safety guidelines also have a name and a face to it, not just
a rule. And I think that helped a lot.
Superintendent D described controlling the narrative during COVID-19 to continue
establishing trust among educational partners:
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Factual information is the term that sticks out to me. I think we have to work
double hard these days to fact check the factual information. What we always try
to do is, kind of, we always said we’re riding the safety train and we continue to
ride the safety train today. We look to those trusted partners, like California
Department of Public Health, our local public health department, Centers for
Disease Control. And, we never wanted to hide any factual information. It was
important for us to be completely transparent, even when the news was bad.
Superintendent E explained the rationale as to why it was important for him to be visible
at work:
As a superintendent, it was really important for me to be at the district office
every day to make sure that our office was open and welcoming. Because if I
didn’t do that, how can I expect our principals to open up their doors? And I
know some of the surrounding districts, they close their offices and work
remotely and the community had to either dial in or via website.
Lochmiller (2021) suggested that a rapid adjustment and the necessity to learn
new skills, adopt new foci, and prioritize issues never faced before were necessary for the
survival of the urban unified district superintendent during COVID-19. Artifacts in the
relationship building theme included generating the COVID-19 safety plans, COVID-19
task force, COVID task force agendas, and reopening of school plans.
Caring for others. The second most frequent theme in meaning making was
caring for others. The responses that fell under caring for others included 73 interview
frequencies and two artifact frequencies with 75 (39%) of the coded data for meaning
making. Furthermore, caring for others had a total frequency of 75 responses and
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represented 7% of the total 1,122 frequencies of responses coded by the researcher. The
overarching theme of caring for others was the coded strategies used for meaning
making: having empathy, instilling hope, and understanding community needs (see Table
9).
Table 9
Critical Task: Meaning Making; Overarching Theme: Caring for Others
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Having empathy

5

1

20

1

21

28%

Instilling hope

4

0

18

0

18

24%

Understanding
community needs

5

1

35

1

36

48%

14

2

73

2

75

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of caring for others = 75.

Supported by current research from Firestone (2020), every organization goes
through some form of crisis on a regular basis, and it is important for leaders to train
employees to understand what defines a crisis. In this study, Superintendent A stated that
caring for others allowed him to lead with empathy, and understand the community
needs:
We were able to make a lot of site visits. It really allowed us to, I believe build a
collective empathy for our families, because although we know many of our
families live in poverty, it’s different when you are able to see it, particularly for
kids who have been homeless or couch surfing and deal with food insecurity, as
well as all of insecurities.
Superintendent B stated that he used meaning making to make decisions as not to open
schools and understand the community needs:
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Well, again, making sure that we kept everybody safe. We were one of only three
districts in the county that did not reopen during the past school year because we
had the highest or the second highest infection rates in the entire county
throughout the first year of the pandemic. We were not going to compromise
with that, we know that the state offered financial incentives for us to reopen
before the end of the school year. Our district missed out on approximately $12
million. The money was not going to compromise our values or our integrity to
protect our community.
Superintendent D described how caring for people in his district is important for him:
I think again, that’s an opportunity to be vulnerable as a leader. I think that’s,
again, there is no courage without vulnerability. I think we, again increased our
communication lines. I could say just with our principals, we meet with our
principals weekly, which has been tremendous. I don’t think we’ll ever go back
to a time where we are not meeting virtually with our principals every week.
Now we’ve layered in the kind of the monthly traditional trainings and things like
that. This was a time for us to really get to know our people and connect with
them on a human level.
Superintendent E described his flexibility with the district office employees to show care
and empathy:
What would feel comfortable for you as a principal or assistant principal, or
secretary? Well, if their [were] three of us, all right, well, let’s go with three, so
giving schools that flexibility when they have situations like that. Let’s go with
having three people in the office, let’s reduce the capacity, let’s put some chairs
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and tables [and] benches outside for families to check in so that we’re not all
coming in at the same time. And so just easing in transitioning. You had to
provide a space for staff or families to be able to express and then be supportive.
In McLeod and Dulsky’s (2021) contemporary research on leadership in schools
during the COVID-19, indications were that scholars are trying to understand how
schooling and leadership are redefined to create an optimal organization response.
Artifacts in the caring for others theme included the superintendents’ weekly messages to
staff, weekly messages to the community, COVID-19 task force agenda, school
reopening safety plans.
Managing the crisis. The final theme under meaning making was managing the
crisis. The responses included 37 interview frequencies and one artifact frequency with
38 (19%) of the coded data for meaning making. Furthermore, managing the crisis had a
total frequency of 38 responses and represented 3% of the total 1,122 frequencies of
responses coded by the researcher. Managing the crisis theme had two coded strategies:
controlling the narrative and keeping to organizational values (see Table 10).
Superintendent A described the importance of controlling the narrative during a
crisis:
So, the important thing was to control the narrative. So, early on in the process,
not only was I published in my weekly newsletter that goes out to everyone, and
when school was closed and everyone was learning from home, I was able to
really build up the readership. There, it goes to approximately 50,000 unique
addresses, email, texts.
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Table 10
Critical Task: Meaning Making; Overarching Theme: Managing the Crisis
Coded strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Controlling the
narrative

5

1

20

1

21

55%

Keeping
organizational
values

4

0

17

0

17

45%

9

1

37

1

38

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of managing the crisis = 38.

Superintendent B stated the importance of maintaining organizational values:
It was a matter of us not necessarily breaking and showing fear or showing a lack
of integrity and making decisions, that we were going to overdo or undo the next
day or the next week our board was a 100% behind the plan, of what we were
doing.
Superintendent D described controlling the narrative by providing factual information:
Leadership today is very different because people take information from all
different types of information sources and on all kinds of different screen sizes.
And very few people actually watch television like we used to when I was a kid.
Factual information is the term that sticks out to me. I think we have to work
double hard these days to fact check the factual information. What we always try
to do is, kind of, we always said we’re riding the safety train and we continue to
ride the safety train today. We look to those trusted partners, like California
Department of Public Health, our local public health department, Centers for
Disease Control. And, we never wanted to hide any factual information. It was
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important for us to be completely transparent, even when the news was bad. And
were hit particularly hard.
Superintendent E described that keeping to organizational values was important to him
and his district, so priorities shifted during the school board of education:
Based on that, it is clearly communicating what our board priorities were. Our
board priorities based on our strategic plan, shifted from increasing the percentage
of students who meet or excel, right. SBA scores, whatever we are going to
provide a comprehensive support system in place to support our kids, the food
pantry, the technology, the hotspots, those became the new priorities. Those are
the priorities that were able to communicate districtwide with the community.
Everyone had a better sense of what we were trying to do because we couldn’t do
everything, but we had to be clear in terms of what we were trying to do.
According to Fernandez and Shaw (2020), a rapid response from leadership to
control the narrative during COVID-19 was essential for effective crisis management.
Artifacts in the managing the crisis included weekly superintendents’ message to the
community and staff, board agendas, virtual board meetings on social media platforms,
COVID-19 task force, reopening school plans and hybrid model plans. The overall
frequencies and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews and coded artifacts
for meaning making were relationship building 42%, caring for others 39%, and
managing the crisis 19%.
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Data for Research Question 4: Accounting
Research Question 4 asked, “How did urban unified district superintendents use
accounting crisis leadership strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic?” The qualitative
data related to this research question follow.
Research Question 4 sought to identify and describe crisis leadership accounting
practices using sense making, one of the five critical tasks of the strategic crisis
leadership framework. For purposes of this study, accounting is described as taking
personal responsibility for identifying and accepting a crisis, and taking actions to
achieve goals and answering to the community for the results (Boin, 2019; Brändström,
2016; McGrath & Whitty, 2015).
A series of three interview questions were asked to gather data for the accounting
critical task. Interview questions were asked of each superintendent to gather data to
answer Research Question 4.
The data were grouped into three overarching themes for accounting based on the
urban superintendents’ responses along with 166 frequencies and 10 artifacts. Figure 13
illustrates the frequency of the themes for sense making.
Taking responsibility. After examining the interview responses and artifacts, the
theme with the highest frequency for accounting was taking responsibility. The
responses for taking responsibility included 83 interview frequencies and three artifact
frequencies with 86 (52%) of the coded data for accounting. Taking responsibility had a
frequency total of 86 and represented 52% of the data for accounting and 8% of the
overall total 1,122 frequencies of all responses coded by the researcher (see Table 11).
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Figure 13. Frequency of coded entries for accounting.
Table 11
Critical Task: Accounting; Overarching Theme: Taking Responsibility
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Taking ownership
of decisions

5

1

62

1

63

73%

Prioritizing health
and safety

5

2

8

2

10

12%

Being optimistic

3

0

13

0

13

15%

3

83

3

86

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of taking responsibility = 86.

Within the overarching theme of taking responsibility were the coded strategies
generated to support the accounting critical task: taking ownership of decisions,
prioritizing health and safety, and being optimistic. Additionally Boin (2019),
Brändström (2016), and McGrath and Whitty (2015) supported that accounting refers to a
leader taking personal responsibility for identifying and accepting a crisis.
Superintendent A described how he was accountable for his decisions while
prioritizing the health and safety of students and staff in his school district:
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In my weekly newsletter, I list the number of students and staff, who have tested
positive, our contact tracing process, how many students are on modified
quarantine, how many are in quarantine and so on and so forth. Very, very clear
about how many students are in the virtual program, how many students are in
person, everything that we are doing. I certainly am happy to be held accountable
for the results. Again, these decisions that we’ve made have been consistent with
best practices, in a pandemic, which of course, you were kind of just doing the
best we can give the fact that obviously there’s a lot of things that change on a
regular basis.
Superintendent B stated that being optimistic and taking responsibility in a time of crisis
is his role as an urban district unified superintendent:
My role in the district started on my first day, here in the district. The pandemic
was not something that was going to make me feel uncomfortable in taking the
lead. That lead had always been there because that’s part of the reason why I was
brought here. And, if nothing else, know, that I firmly believe, especially that
during a crisis is when leaders really surface, they come to the top because that’s
what they are expected to do.
Superintendent C described being optimistic while taking ownership of the health and
safety of students and staff in his district:
I think just that right by being visible and engaged and in touch with the
operations that are necessary. I think here in this crisis, I don’t know about the
outcome necessarily positive or negative. I think what we saw is how do we
readjust from setbacks and changes, right? So we would take a step or two
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forward, and then were forced to take a step or two back, either through case rates
or changes in the health guidelines, or a multitude of setbacks, but we’d never
allowed the setbacks to overtake that primary mission of moving to that holistic
experience for kids.
Superintendent D stated taking ownership of his decision while prioritizing health and
safety:
I think taking responsibility is really sharing that, and kind of describing the
difference, like what it means to be held accountable for the decisions you make
and know that, in some cases it literally can be a life or death decision that you’re
making. So, with my board of education, we stayed closed all of last year. We
remained in distance learning. And, I think were probably on the upper end of
being successful because we’ve been, one-to-one take home with Chromebooks
since 2017. We’ve had a lot of teacher training, and we brought the community
along with that decision making. But I think that, I guess I would just conclude
by saying it’s also important to acknowledge when you’re wrong and that’s that
vulnerability. Sometimes, in this crisis, information changes rapidly, guidance
documents change rapidly. I think, to go back and say, well, we, science told us
something new today.
Brammer and Clark (2020) and Keskes et al. (2018) described school
superintendents’ leadership styles and modeling of loyalty, respect, and bonding with
employees to create a commitment to the public education system during a crisis.
Superintendent E described how he took ownership of his decision making during the
COVID-19 health pandemic despite the outcome of his decisions:
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I think that as a leader, you have to be able to get in front of a crisis and lead and
you have to lead by example so that your principals can then feel comfortable.
I’m going to do a Facebook live. I’m going to hold a town hall and I’m going to
listen to my parents and staff, and they were able to do it too. Sometimes it
means that you’re going to take the heat because something’s not going well, or
people are frustrated and they’re angry and they’re afraid, but it’s also a good way
for you to gather additional information.
Supported by Boin et al. (2013), research indicates that leaders take personal
responsibility by taking action and explaining what was done before and during the crisis.
Artifacts in the taking responsibility theme included board meetings, quarantine
procedures, contact tracing, COVID-19 task force agenda, and weekly superintendent
messages.
Putting students first. The second most frequent theme for accounting was
putting students first. The responses that fell under putting students first included 50
interview frequencies and three artifact frequencies, with a total of 53 (32%) of the coded
data for accounting. In addition, putting students first had a total frequency of 53
responses and represented 5% of the total 1,122 frequencies of responses coded by the
researcher (see Table 12).
Under the overarching theme of putting students first, the following codes were
generated to support the accounting critical task: relying on science, sharing
responsibility with the board, and mobilizing resources. This is supported by Barnett,
Rosenblum, Strauss-Rioggs, and Kirsch (2020) who described that leaders face uncharted
waters from a lethal rapidly evolving health pandemic.
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Table 12
Critical Task: Accounting; Overarching Theme: Putting Students First
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Relying on science

5

1

12

1

13

25%

Sharing
responsibility
with the board

5

1

33

1

34

64%

Mobilizing
resources

5

1

5

1

6

11%

3

50

3

53

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of putting students first = 53.

Superintendent A described that relying on science and sharing the responsibility
with the board supported in the decision making in putting students first:
Our employees complained to their union, they are basically told, “Thank you for
your input, but we are following the rules that are set forth by the state of
California. If you don’t like them, then you have a choice, go work somewhere
else,” basically. That’s been a consistent message to our employees, because
we’ve had so many of them, and about 20% that really have resisted our safety
measures, and nor do they want to get vaccinated. So, we have been very clear.
We have a lot of our population [who] are vulnerable and we are going to do
everything and more to keep our family.
Superintendent C described being accountable by relying on science and reminding
everyone that COVID-19 was not a school crisis but a global health pandemic:
The accountability for that was trying to rely on the science and trying to know
that this wasn’t just a school crisis. This was a societal crisis and that there is
shared responsibility and that we took all of the steps that were recommended by
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the county and public health to make our work environment safe. We did contact
tracing before we were required to, and we found that the vast majority of
transmission was in a non-school setting. I think once we had some evidence to
support that, then my personal accountability, I felt a little better, right. That we
had done everything we could do. We found that it’s tough to regulate people’s
lives, right? I think you can only lock down a society for so long.
Superintendent D stated that being accountable to his decision meant being responsible:
I’m willing to take the responsibility. Things got ugly, never to the point where
anybody was threatening my family or my residence, not to that level, although I
knew some of my superintendent colleagues have been in those situations.
Superintendent E described his leadership as how he felt about being accountable for his
actions with such has threat to the personal health of his employees with COVID-19:
It was a lot of pressure. There was a lot of weight on my shoulders and there
were times where I had anxiety and I also am a, I’m a father, I’m a spouse, I’m a
son. I got, you know, my siblings. I was always also concerned as these things
were coming out about my own safety and there were times where I had to just
like process that and then be able to, okay, but I’m also responsible for 13,000
kids, 1,700 employees, and they need me. That accountability as heavy as it is,
it’s a big responsibility that requires you to step into action. You cannot hide or
put your head in the sand and hope that this goes away in a crisis, whether it’s a
small-scale crisis at a school site, whether it’s like a suicide, a shooting, and then
a larger scale, a pandemic that we don’t have a lot of control of.
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Supported by Rogers and Ishimoto (2020), these urban unified district
superintendents understood that COVID-19 continues to shape education and the need to
step up to meet the needs created by the pandemic to educate students safely. Artifacts in
the putting students first theme included board meeting recordings, COVID-19 task force,
board agendas, superintendent podcasts, superintendents meeting with principal, and staff
agendas.
Staying focused. The final theme generated under accounting was staying
focused. The response of staying focused included 23 interview frequencies with a total
of four artifact frequencies with 27 (16%) of the coded data for accounting. Staying
focused had a total frequency of 27 responses and represented 2% of the total 1,122
frequencies of coded strategies identified by the researcher. Under the overarching theme
of staying focused, three coded strategies were identified: systems for health and safety,
student learning, and reopening schools (see Table 13).
Table 13
Critical Task: Accounting; Overarching Theme: Staying Focused
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Systems for health
and safety

5

2

9

2

11

41%

Student learning

5

1

10

1

11

41%

Reopening schools

5

1

4

1

5

18%

4

23

4

27

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of putting staying focused = 27.

In Dibner et al.’s (2020) research, in response to the need for evidence-based
guidance to support educational leaders, the National Academies of Sciences,
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Engineering, and Medicine convened a committee to provide recommendations for K-12
schools to reopen during COVID-19. During the interviews, superintendents described
their experiences of staying focused on students’ learning and systems for health and
safety. Superintendent A described his focus on safety for student learning and reopening
schools:
We had a responsibility to protect our families because we knew our children
would not come to school. Their parents would not send them to school if we
were not able to provide the safety that they need and came to expect from us,
which is why early on when there was a huge debate about masking, because it
was a big antimasking movement.
Superintendent C described the importance of remaining focused on student learning and
the impact of external factors that impacted the health and safety of employees during
distance learning:
There was a fatigue factor that we as a school district weren’t able to regulate the
health and safety of employees when they were at home. We had higher case
rates and unfortunately more fatalities during distance learning than when we
were open.
As supported by Dibner et al. (2020), K-12 education policy is a contentious
issue, and superintendents sit right in the middle of this crisis. Superintendent E reflected
on the impact COVID-19 had on student learning:
When I look back, I reflect on how we responded and how quickly we responded.
I’m proud of our staff and the community for coming together and really putting
our kids and families first. I, and if I can go back and do anything different,
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there’s a lot that I would do the same. I think that I would have just pushed
harder to try to bring back our teachers sooner. Other than that, I, I feel good
about, how were able to respond.
Research by Dibner et al. (2020) suggests that school districts and schools have to
grapple with responding to COVID-19 and the disruptions to student learning while
ensuring the health and safety of students, families, and employees. Artifacts in the
staying focused theme included the COVID-19 task force agendas, board meeting
agendas, contact tracing, hybrid model plans, distance learning playbook, and weekly
agenda meetings with district staff.
The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews
and coded artifacts for accounting were taking responsibility 52%, putting students first
32%, and staying focused 16%. The urban superintendent responses for accounting were
evidence of their leadership during the COVID-19 crisis while putting students at the
core of their decision making.
Data for Research Question 5: Learning
Research Question 5 asked, “How did urban unified district superintendents use
learning crisis leadership strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic?” The qualitative
data related to this research question follow.
Research Question 5 sought to identify and describe crisis leadership and
learning, one the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership framework. For purposes
of this study, learning is determining causes, assessing the strengths and weaknesses of
the responses, and taking actions based on new understanding, then recalibrating existing
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beliefs, policies, and organizational structure supporting the success of the organization
(Argyris & Schon, 1978; Barnett & Pratt, 2000; Boin et al., 2017; House, 1999).
A series of three questions were asked during the interviews to gather data for the
learning critical task. Interview questions were asked of each superintendent to gather
data to answer Research Question 5. The data were grouped into three overarching
themes for learning, based on the urban superintendents’ responses along with 100 coded
frequencies and seven artifacts (see Figure 14).

Leading with an
equity lens
37
19%

Self-reflection
110
57%

Opportunities for
change
46
24%

Self-reflection

Opportunities for change

Leading with an equity lens

Figure 14. Frequency of coded strategies for learning.

Self-Reflection. After examining the interview responses and artifacts, the theme
with the highest frequency under learning was self-reflection. The responses for selfreflection included 108 interview frequencies and two artifact frequencies, a total of 110,
which was 57% of the coded data for learning. Self-reflection had a total frequency of
110 and represented 57% of the data for learning and 10% of the overall total 1,122
frequencies of all responses coded by the researcher (see Table 14). Within the
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overarching theme of self-reflection were the four coded strategies challenging a leader’s
assumption: be a careful listener, importance of collaboration and communication, and
leaders do not have all the answers.
Table 14
Critical Task: Learning; Overarching Theme: Self-Reflection
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Challenging a
leaders
assumptions

4

0

33

0

33

30%

Be a careful
listener

5

1

12

1

13

12%

Importance of
collaboration
and
communicatio
n

5

1

28

1

29

26%

Leaders don’t
have all the
answers

5

0

35

0

35

32%

2

108

2

110

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of self-reflection = 110.

As indicated by Liou (2015), organizations struggle during uncertain times, and
leaders and scholars must seek theories, models, and practical methods for the crisis
situation. Superintendent A reflected on his leadership style and leading based on the
circumstances of a crisis and not always having all the answers:
I’ve always maintained that leaders are first who they are as people. You lead
based on the situation. Whether or not the work needs to be transformational, or
whether you need to utilize different strategies, be it democratic, or sometimes
you have to come in and be authoritative because of the circumstances. This is
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one example of priceless leadership, where you have to be a little more
authoritative, but nonetheless, it is who you are as a person. What I’ve learned
about many of my leaders here, and people in general, is that the pandemic
brought out the best or the worst in them, basically whoever they are as a person,
people have been exposed.
Superintendent B described being an active and careful listener with stakeholders to selfreflect on his leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic:
Primarily, outcomes was one, but the feedback that I was getting directly and
indirectly from the community, from staff, from some students who were not shy
in communicating their desire to return back to school, to reopen sports and to do
X, Y, and Z. And so it was primarily through the outcomes and the feedback that
I was getting, that I was able to gauge whether or not the decisions I had made
were impactful, whether they were successful, or if they were the correct ones.
And so it [kind] of guided that metric.
Superintendent C stated the importance of collaboration and communication among other
superintendents in his county:
I think that weekly collaboration with superintendents and districts within our
region is the yardstick that I use to measure the strengths and weaknesses by. We
try to stay pretty similar because of the nuances that each district has and
collective bargaining agreements and a variety of things that don’t let us be
exactly the same, but as close to possible. That was my barometer, yardstick,
whatever tool you want to utilize to measure the strengths or weaknesses of our
responses.
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Acknowledged by Starr (2020), leading during a crisis is not what superintendents
are prepared to do. Nonetheless, Superintendent Dr. Susan Enfield states, “School
superintendents plan for the worst and hope for the best” (Rubin, 2020, p. 536).
Superintendent D described his collaboration and communication with multiple labor
partners:
I meet with my classified executive team once a month and then the classified
association president twice a month. I think there’s a lot of systemic,
communication loops built in, but I’m probably a little embarrassed to say we, I
can’t really say that we have a formalized structure for analyzing our decisions.
According to Adolph et al. (2020), with state-level, social distancing regulations
and school measures intended to decrease the coronavirus spread, school superintendents
have been plunged into a leadership and decision-making role never before experienced.
Superintendent E reflected on his leadership and personal health and wellness to lead his
school district:
I also learned about myself that I need to take better care of myself, because if I’m
exhausted and tired, I can’t be there for my family and for the district. I can’t be
there for my family. I can’t be there for myself. It’s just a reminder for all of us
that as much as we’re needed at work or at home, you got to make sure that you
take care of yourself, that you’re doing things that are good for your spirit, good
for your brain, your head. You’re taking care of yourself physically, because if
we don’t, we’re going to be here limited time and we’re replaceable as well.
As supported by Liou (2015), a crisis involves micro level sense making for the
organization’s adaptation, and a macro level for the organizational structure to engage in
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different levels of sense making for crisis leaders. Artifacts in the self-reflection theme
included county superintendent virtual meeting agendas and empathy group agendas with
the school district mental health unit.
Opportunities for change. The second most frequent theme under learning was
opportunities for change. The responses that fell under opportunities for change included
43 interview frequencies and three artifact frequencies, a total of 46 (24%) of the coded
data for learning. Opportunities for change had a total frequency of 46 responses and
represented 4% of the total 1,122 frequencies of responses coded by the researcher (see
Table 15). Three coded strategies were generated under opportunities for change:
kindness matters, building relationships, and trust the scientific community.
Table 15
Critical Task: Learning; Overarching Theme: Opportunities for Change
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
Coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Kindness matters

4

0

7

0

7

15%

Building
relationships

5

1

24

1

25

54%

Trust the scientific
community

5

2

12

2

14

31%

3

43

3

46

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of opportunities change = 46.

Boin et al. (2017) described that crisis management requires leaders to limit the
depth and duration of the disruption or chaos because citizens expect leaders to provide
direction and protection during difficult times. Additionally, Bell (2019) stated that
leaders can manage better when they are self-aware of handling themselves and others
during a crisis. Superintendent A described his assessment for relationship building and

133

trusting the scientific community to provide an ongoing assessment and reassure his
school district community: “The process of crisis management, it’s always, ongoing
assessments, what’s working what isn’t, and then changing on the fly, again, being
communicative with our families, that’s why the weekly message has come in handy.”
Boin et al. (2017) described that crisis management requires leaders to limit the
depth and duration of the disruption or chaos because citizens expect leaders to provide
direction and protection during difficult times. Additionally, Bell (2019) stated that
leaders can manage better when they are self-aware of handling themselves and others
during a crisis. Superintendent A described his assessment for relationship building and
trusting the scientific community to provide an ongoing assessment and reassure his
school district community: “The process of crisis management, it’s always, ongoing
assessments, what’s working what isn’t, and then changing on the fly, again, being
communicative with our families, that’s why the weekly message has come in handy.”
Researchers Boin et al. (2016) indicated that the goal of a leader is to make meaning of a
situation and to influence and convince affected citizens that they are being protected
during a crisis. Superintendent B described opportunities for change due to the
magnitude of COVID-19 and the decision-making process:
It reinforced many of the things that I felt I had as a leader. This was simply on a
much bigger platform, a lot more responsibility. Just the magnitude again, of the
decisions that we were making, the fact that, again, we, some of the pressure that
we received from outside folks, those that don’t believe in the mask mandates that
didn’t believe in closure of schools, again, just maintaining that integrity. It
helped me, it reminded me of the integrity that is needed, the integrity that I have
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as a leader, not to, again, make decisions based on the directions of the wind, but
based on core values, based on things that really matter based on the health of
others and just based on things that are logical and sensible to do. It just
reinforced a lot of what I was doing prior to the COVID again, except that the
COVID really magnified that responsibility.
Superintendent D describe how kindness matters and the need to generate change during
a crisis:
I think this is the granddaddy of crises right? I mean, I never, in my whole career
thought I would be facing something like this with the gravity of the decisions
that we’ve had to make. Yeah, I think I will always lead with love, empathy, and
grace, be a careful listener. I don’t think I’ll ever go back. I think that I’ll have a
deeper appreciation for local context and how that matters. I think I’ll be less
judgmental. Because I think in my 30 years of education, I’ve decided that
there’s a lot of different ways to approach this work. I don’t know if there’s a
single right answer yet.
According to Boin and Renaud (2013), when there is a crisis, a leader becomes a
crisis manager who seeks to gather information and understand the underlying root of the
situation and the big picture based on the available information. Superintendent E
described that relationships matter during a crisis:
I feel that we have learned a lot as educators. I think that any future crisis, well,
not seem as overwhelming, but nonetheless, you still have to, be a leader, inspire
people, be accessible, collaborate, and have that strong communication. I think
that this crisis also reaffirmed for me how important relationships are because
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building rapport, having relationships was critical as a foundation to be able to
take back steps, including that collaboration being a trustworthy source of
information.
Bowen and Lovari (2020) reinforced that crisis management requires the use of
strategies to communicate among stakeholders and the public during precrisis, crisis, and
postcrisis and to restore credibility in an organization. Artifacts in the opportunities for
change theme consisted of the COVID-19 task force meeting agendas, board meeting
agendas, and virtual independent studies playbook.
Leading with an equity lens. The final theme under learning was leading with
an equity lens. The responses of the data analysis included 35 interview frequencies and
two artifact frequencies for a total frequency of 37 (19%) of the coded data for learning.
Leading with an equity lens had a total frequency of 37 responses, and represented 3% of
the overall total 1,122 frequencies of responses coded by the researcher (see Table 16).
Responses for the overarching theme of collaboration were the coded strategies used for
learning included leading through diversity and listening to all voices.
Table 16
Critical Task: Learning; Overarching Theme: Leading With an Equity Lens
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Leading through
diversity

4

1

13

1

14

38%

Listening to all
voices

5

1

22

1

23

62%

2

35

2

37

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of leading with an equity lens = 37.
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According to Zepeda and Lanoue (2021), the complexities of COVID-19, and the
disruption it has created to reimage teaching and learning, and new ways of
communication have changed the superintendent role to that of a crisis leader and crisis
manager. Superintendent A described that leading with an equity lens and listening to all
voices will support the trust with the families:
I think among the ways that we have measured our success first and foremost is
through our continued communication with our families. We’ve gotten very high
ratings on our work. Our families are happy and they’ve stayed here. Number
one, number two, out of our approximately 20,000 families or students, I should
say, which represent approximately 13,000 or so families, we only have about 250
kids learning remotely in independent study. So, 98% of our families are here in
person, which is above the state average. So we’re happy about that. The process
of crisis management, it’s always ongoing assessments, what’s working what
isn’t, and then changing on the fly, again, being communicative with our families,
that’s why the weekly message has come in handy.
Superintendent C described that leading through diversity while putting students first
supported providing a new perspective to his leadership.
It still feels like we are still knee deep and not finished yet. I think that question
is a little bit unanswered yet. I had the opportunity to visit an elementary school
this morning. As I walked through the classes and saw the instruction and saw
kids with masks and our teachers would mask from the variety of things that need
to be, it didn’t strike me, but when went out to recess and kids were playing and
outside in our county, masks are not required. To see kids just playing, without
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masks and just having recess, that was the first lightning bolt of normalcy for me
in a long time. It felt, pretty good.
Superintendent D described how leading with diversity, equity, and inclusion leads to a
multitiered system of support for students:
We’ve got people working on human resources, we’ve got people that are
working on diversity, equity, and inclusion and what that means and multitiered
systems of support and what that means. How do all of these pieces braid
together to ultimately create a better opportunity for our students? And, so that’s
what I mean about an adaptive organization is like; there’s a lot of factors that
play into the work that we do. It’s not like playing chess where there is a codable,
machine learning response for everybody’s move. It makes me realize that
artificial intelligence will probably never replace the role of superintendent
principal teacher, because there’s too many options available. And, there’s also
emotions that come into play and that’s a big deal. And, we need to be able to
express love to the people that we lead and we need to be able to express empathy
for the people that we lead.
As indicated by Buckle (2021), leading social-emotional learning is challenging
yet fundamental for superintendents and school districts. Artifacts in the leading with an
equity lens included board meeting agendas, including student guests, and the COVID-19
task force agendas.
The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews
and coded artifacts for learning are self-reflection 57%, opportunities for change 24%,
and leading with an equity lens 37%. The urban superintendents’ responses for learning

138

are evidence of their leadership in a crisis as they determine the causes, assessing the
strengths and weaknesses of their responses, and take actions based on new
understanding, then recalibrating existing beliefs, policies, and organizational structure
supporting the success of their organization.
Data for Research Question 6: Crisis Leadership
Research Question 6 asked, “How did urban unified district superintendents
describe their experiences as leaders during the time of crisis?” The qualitative data
related to this research question follow.
Research Question 6 sought to describe urban unified district superintendents’
experiences as leaders during a time of crisis. For purposes of this study, crisis is defined
as unpredictable events or situations that develop rapidly, threatening the social norms
and core values of an organization, requiring leaders to respond for the safety, security,
health, and welfare of the people and the organization (Boin & Hart, 2003; Boin et al.,
2013; FEMA, 2021). Furthermore, in this study, crisis leadership is defined as the ability
of leaders to identify issues that have high levels of uncertainty and threat, process
information, set priorities, and make critical decisions that influence and enable others to
contribute to achievement of a common goal (Harms et al., 2017; P. C. White et al.,
2016).
A series of three questions were asked during the semi structured interviews to
gather data for crisis leadership. Interview questions were asked of each superintendent
to gather data to answer Research Question 6.
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The data were grouped into three overarching themes for crisis leadership based
on the urban superintendents’ responses along with 220 frequencies and seven artifacts.
Figure 15 illustrates the frequency of the themes for crisis leadership.
Organizational
values
61
28%

Decision making
88
40%

All hands on deck
71
32%
Decision making
All hands on deck

Organizational values

Figure 15. Frequency of the coded strategies for crisis leadership.

Organizational values. After examining the interview responses and artifacts,
the theme with the highest frequency for crisis leadership was organizational values. The
responses for organizational values included 86 interview frequencies and two artifact
frequencies, for a total of 88 (40%) of the coded data for crisis leadership.
Organizational values had a frequency total of 88 and represented 40% of the data for
crisis leadership and 8% of the overall total 1,122 frequencies of all responses coded by
the researcher (see Table 17).
Within the overarching theme of organizational values, the following codes are
represented: building trust and care for people and building others’ capacity. Several
researchers (Björk et al., 2014; Brunner et al., 2002; Kowalski et al., 2011) have reported
that the school district superintendent’s role has evolved in the United States, and has
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become quite complex in the 21st century. Superintendent A described how he builds
trust and care for his employees through mental health:
Table 17
Crisis Leadership; Overarching Theme: Organizational Values
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Building trust and
care for people

4

1

45

1

46

52%

Building others’
capacity

5

1

41

1

42

48%

2

86

2

88

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of Organizational values = 88.

Here’s the supports we have for our employees, as far as our mental health
supports and all the variety of different things that we do, to help our community
of employees, these are critical components to build and trust in your
organization. Again, something that I, I’ve taken very seriously, and I’ve had
many of our staff members tell me how much they appreciate the fact that I’ve
been very mindful of their own health and their own mental health, because we’re
people first.
Superintendent B stated that building other’s capacity instead of the usual parent would
maintain equity of voices and parent participation:
I so learned that, and we did this year, we reached out randomly to five parents
from every school—parents who are not your regular shows at board meetings,
who are not part of your ELACs, who are not part of your SSCs, school site
councils, or any kind of those groups, but just randomly take here how the
experience the pandemic had affected them and what they believe that district
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should or could have done better for them. Hearing their fresh voice, that fresh
perspective was really invaluable to us.
Superintendent C stated that trust is built over time, so being in the school district for a
long period of time provided an advantage in leadership during the COVID-19 crisis:
I don’t think you can develop like, well, I guess I should say my personal opinion
is you can’t develop trust inside a crisis. That trust has to be developed prior to a
crisis so that people know trust you and understand that you have their best
interests at heart. If you try to do that during a crisis, especially this one, when
you couldn’t even talk to people, I don’t believe you could do it. I think the
superintendents that were new or only had a year or two in their assignments had
a much more difficult time with that building trust, than maybe those such as
myself who had 10 years here. I could do a Zoom meeting and still read people’s
faces because I knew them, right.
Floyd (2020) wrote that everyone from the media, the staff, the students, and the
local politicians, were looking to the district superintendent for advice, but “there was no
playbook for how to deal with a global pandemic that shuts down schools (and much of
the U.S. economy) for months at a time.” Superintendent E maintained the
organizational values and built the care in people during COVID-19:
We listened to them and we got their concerns and they were concerned about
distancing, the cleaning protocols, drinking, fountains, the air. We got the
information from like other special, like the CDC. For example, we ended up
replacing all of the MERV-13 air filters, but one of the other thing that our
teachers wanted is for air filters inside the classroom.
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Shepherding the leadership of their district and community during the COVID-19
pandemic has certainly complicated the superintendent’s role. Supported by Harms et al.
(2017) and P. C. White et al. (2016), this study defined crisis leadership as the ability of
leaders to identify issues that have high levels of uncertainty and threat, process
information, set priorities, and make critical decisions that influence and enable others to
contribute to achievement of a common goal. Artifacts in the organizational values
themes included COVID-19 task force agendas and board meeting agendas.
All hands on deck. The second most frequent theme under crisis leadership was
all hands on deck. The responses that fell under all hands on deck included 69 interview
frequencies and two artifact frequencies for a total frequency of 71 (32%) of the coded
data for crisis leadership. All hands on deck had a total frequency of 71 responses and
represented 6% of the total 1,122 frequencies of responses coded by the researcher.
Under the theme all hands on deck, the researcher identified two coded strategies:
collaboration among educational partners and being visible and transparent.
Table 18
Crisis Leadership; Overarching Theme: All Hands on Deck
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Collaboration
among
educational
partners

4

1

41

1

42

59%

Being visible and
transparent

5

1

28

1

29

41%

2

69

2

71

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of all hands on deck = 71.

143

According to Houston (2001), the position of a school superintendent in the 21st
century is shaped more on a macrolevel, therefore requiring a focus and attention on
political issues at the local, state, and national level. Superintendent A described his
collaboration among educational partners to support his leadership in times of crisis:
As far as our, decision-making process, yes, we, our task force has been together,
for the last couple years. It includes officials from the county public health.
We’ve been able to work very closely with them and they approve our safety
plan.
Superintendent A also stated the importance of communicating during a crisis and
ensuring that everyone remain connected:
I’ve put some of the crisis intervention steps we’ve taken. Here’s the crisis line
that you should call if you’re having any issues or problems. Here’s our crisis
team that’s available at any time and so on and so forth. Again, just keeping
everyone in the loop, because the biggest challenge that we face as a large
organization with 2,400 employees is keeping everyone attached. And that’s why
the communication is critical. You can’t overcommunicate in a crisis. That’s
really been the goal to just keep everyone connected. Again, this goes out every
Sunday night at 6:00 at 7:00 p.m. The newsletter goes to everyone, including
staff at 6:00.
Superintendent B described having all hands on deck and collaborating with multiple
stakeholders to provide perspective in his decision-making process during a crisis.
By bringing key people together, because I cannot possibly, and I don’t know that
any individual can take into account or account for every element they may
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contribute to one safety. I know I have my perspective, my understanding based
on my experiences, and my knowledge base, but I cannot see a situation from
every angle. By making sure that we had representatives from the entire
community at the table, we were able to take into account issues related to safety
that I otherwise, I alone, or I with a smaller group would not be able to account
for. That’s the way that we approach it to make sure that, we covered as much as
humanly possible.
Researchers Hill and Jochim (2018) stated that leaders play many roles by
building alliances and being politically intelligent by collaborating with school board
members, central office staff, teachers, principals, parents, and the community to lead
effectively during a crisis. Superintendent C expressed the importance of collaboration
among educational partners in a virtual setting:
I knew the ones that needed a little reinforcement. I knew the ones that you kind
of had to even hold their hand, even if it was electronically holding their hands.
Because I, by now I’ve hired most of them, as things go and had a chance to work
with them and they work with me.
Superintendent C also indicated that being visible and transparent supported his crisis
leadership, while demonstrating courage to lead:
I think the example is to go about the day as normal as you possibly can, right?
To try not to let yourself be a victim of this virus to try to move through it safely.
Anytime I visit a school site or talk to people, I wear a mask. I have hand
sanitizer on my desk and in my car and all, so I try to take the precautions, but I
continue to allow people to see me do things. I tried to go to freshman football
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games. I let people see me there, right. I try to go to events that people can see,
so that I’m not trying to hide from this virus. I think if we allow the virus to make
us a victim and change our lives drastically, then it’s eroding our courage.
Superintendent D reflected on his crisis leadership by stating that crisis leadership can
have unpredictable outcomes; however, collaboration is fundamental is decision making.
We’ve all faced uncertain, unpredictable outcomes. If you’re vulnerable enough
to acknowledge that, “Hey, we’re making our best informed decisions on the
direction we’re going. We do not have the exact answer,” I think that shows
courage. I think people can identify with that authenticity. Now, sometimes we
have to make a decision and we do that and we accept responsibility and
accountability for those decisions that we do make. I’ll give you one that I’m
facing right now. It’s the testing mandate. All of a sudden I’ve got employees
that are not happy with the lab that we’ve selected to work with. And, there’s,
they’re attacking all kinds of different angles around this lab. And it’s one of the
state labs. I mean, but people don’t want to test, so they kind of pick away at any
little place that they can get something to pick at. I’m going to be vulnerable with
that audience that I’m going to meet with and say like, “Look, we made the best
decision,” we collectively, and I’m a collectivist by nature. I put the group before
the individual and, look, we made the best decision at the time based on the
information that we had. If we [had] to make the decision again today, we
might’ve made a different decision to go with a different lab or make a couple of
options available. Like you could choose this way to test or this way to test, and
maybe that would solve some problems. Who knows, we might still do that, but
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I, I think that the reality is in this type of work, we always have an uncertain
future.
According to Lochmiller (2021), rapid adjustment and the necessity to learn new
skills, adopt new foci, and prioritize issues never faced before were necessary for the
survival of the urban unified district superintendent during COVID-19. Superintendent E
described being visible, transparent, and having the courage to lead in times of crisis:
We did not know when it was, what was going to happen next with the vaccines
or all the other stuff that we were dealing with. I think that’s where that courage
is critical. For me, like I said before, is being accessible, being visible, that’s how
you demonstrate courage and leading by example so that others can see what’s an
appropriate response. Even in adverse situations, we’re still there and we’re still
elevating the voice of our kids and inspiring them because they’re watching us. If
we don’t demonstrate it by example, then we’re in the wrong profession.
Artifacts in the all hands on deck included weekly messages to the community and staff,
school and district websites, the COVID-19 task force, and board meetings.
Decision making. The final theme under crisis leadership was decision making.
The responses of decision making included 58 interview frequencies and three artifact
frequencies for a total of 61 (28%) of the coded data for crisis leadership. Decision
making had a total frequency of 61 responses and represented 5% of the total 1,122
frequencies of responses coded by the researcher. Under the overarching theme of
decision making, three coded strategies were identified: health and safety, financial
decisions, and reopening of schools.
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Table 19
Crisis Leadership; Overarching Theme: Decision Making
Coded
strategies

# of
Interviews
coded

# of
Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

Health and safety

5

1

27

1

28

46%

Financial decisions

5

1

8

1

9

15%

Reopening of schools

5

1

23

1

24

39%

3

58

3

61

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of decision making = 61.

Superintendent A described his weekly message for employees and parents,
which revolves around health and safety to reassure everyone during a crisis:
How is your health, are you taking care of yourself? Here’s our help. Here’s the
supports we have for our employees, as far as our mental health supports and all
the variety of different things that we do to help our community of employees.
These are critical components to build trust in your organization. Again,
something that I’ve taken very seriously and I’ve had many of our staff members,
tell me how much they appreciate the fact, that I’ve been very, mindful of their
own health, and their own mental health, because we’re people first. Here’s an
example of my weekly message that goes to all users, all of our employees. I
always start with asking and hoping that they’re well, and then I go through, and
here’s all this stuff happening this week.
A. Miller, Wyttenbach, and Nuzzi (2020) suggested that despite the massive
number of challenges that superintendents are facing during COVID-19, ultimately, it is
the school superintendent’s duty to confront the difficulties, carry the burden, and
courageously provide leadership to the school district, staff, students, and community
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during times of crisis. Superintendent B indicated that his decision-making process
involves making financial decisions and reopening of schools:
We were only three districts in the county that did not reopen during the past
school year because we had the highest or the second highest infection rates in the
entire county throughout the first year of the pandemic. We were not going to
compromise with that. We know that the state offered financial incentives for us
to reopen before the end of the school year. Our district missed out on
approximately $12 million. The money was not going to compromise our values
or our integrity to protect our community.
Ali and Herrera’s (2020) research indicated that unified district superintendents
turned their decision making and coordination to remote learning to minimize COVID19’s disruption to instruction and to keep learning at the center for students.
Superintendent C described his decision-making process through the lens of health and
safety to reopen schools:
We brought in our director of maintenance and we have a lead school nurse and
they were integral parts of all of our planning in regard to things like air
circulation and various things that had to take place in the facility, cleaning,
disinfecting, those kinds of policies and procedures. They were the right hand of
putting them in place to what was required, what was recommended at what we
could do. Our nurses and lead nurse were essential in the same role, making sure
that all of our policies and procedures were implemented and doable, and there
was communication.
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According to Caruso (2020), the U.S. government is focused on internal and
international affairs to support new policies that will limit the impact of COVID-19. The
global health pandemic revealed that health and security in the United States is a
collaborative process with the World Health Organization (WHO), government agencies,
funding, and revisiting policy during an historic health crisis (Al Saidi et al., 2020).
Superintendent D stated the financial decisions that he made around health and safety:
I think it’s being aware of what the safety protocols are and in how they were
emerging as well, because they changed over time. One is you have to have good
clear information coming to you in terms of what are the safety protocols. For
example, at one point we were all rushing out to get the plexiglass and wiping
down all the door knobs and being afraid of touching surfaces. And so we had
that information. The other way that we got information from was from our
association. We listened to them and we got their concerns and they were
concerned about distancing, the cleaning protocols, drinking, fountains, the air.
We got the information from special places like the CDC.
I think that the decisions had to come based on the resources and the
information coming from different agencies who had that expertise, but also
listening to our associations, our families, and our students. Our families were
most concerned about making sure that we were really going to adhere to the face
mask, the face coverings, and just the lunches and the meals and eating outside.
Those are the ways that [we] were able to make decisions that were focused for
them. And, and we never said no because of money. So money was never a
deciding factor.
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Recommendations from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC,
2021) in conjunction with the California Department of Public Health (CDPH, 2021),
coexisting with the challenges school superintendents face, the recent COVID-19 health
crisis has required school superintendents to reopen schools following health, safety, and
the sanitation recommendations. Artifacts in the decision-making theme included weekly
superintendent meetings with the CDC, weekly messages to the community and staff,
school and district websites, meeting agendas with the COVID-19 task force, and board
meetings.
The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews
and coded artifacts for crisis leadership were organizational values (40%), all hands on
deck (32%), and decision making (28%) (see Table 20).
Table 20
Overarching Themes Through the Lens of the Five Critical Tasks for Strategic Crisis Leadership
Five critical tasks of strategic
crisis leadership

Overarching themes

Frequency of
responses

Percentage of
responses

Sense making

Collaboration
Communication
Data analysis

62
47
28

6%
4%
3%

Decision making and
coordination

Collaboration
Decision Making
Communication

92
88
32

8%
8%
3%

Meaning making

Relationship building
Caring for others
Managing the crisis

81
75
38

7%
7%
3%

Accounting

Taking responsibility
Putting students first
Staying focused

86
53
27

8%
5%
2%

Learning

Self-reflection
Opportunities for change
Leading with an equity lens

110
46
37

10%
4%
3%

Crisis leadership

Organizational values
All hands on deck
Decision making

88
71
61
1,122

8%
6%
5%
100%

Totals
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Summary
This chapter provided a review of the study’s purpose, research questions,
methodology, data collection process, population, sample, and a comprehensive analysis
and description of the data collected. A descriptive overview of the data was presented
along with findings of the five semi structured interviews conducted with the urban
unified district superintendents and the collected artifacts. The data analysis was guided
by six research questions, which were supported with identifying and describing
strategies exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to lead in crisis using the
five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, it was the purpose to understand and describe the
experiences of exemplary leaders during a time of crisis.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Overview
This qualitative multiple case study was a thematic study conducted by a research
team of eight doctoral students. The thematic research team implemented Boin et al.’s
(2017) five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership framework to identify and describe
strategies exemplary leaders used to lead in times of crisis. The thematic study included
the use of semi structured open-ended interviews as well as artifact collection.
Furthermore, the qualitative interviews focused on the five critical tasks of strategic crisis
leadership. This particular study focused on exemplary urban unified district
superintendents who led during the COVID-19 health pandemic.
Chapter IV provided a summary of the gathered data. Chapter V restates the
purpose statement and research questions and summarizes the research methods,
population, and sample. In addition, Chapter V presents the major findings, conclusions,
implications for action, and recommendations for future research, and the researcher’s
concluding remarks and reflections.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to lead in times of crisis
using the five critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision making
and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during
the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, it was the purpose to understand and describe the
experiences of exemplary leaders during a time of crisis.

153

Research Questions
1. How did urban unified district superintendents use sense making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?
2. How did urban unified district superintendents use decision-making and coordination
crisis leadership strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic?
3. How did urban unified district superintendents use meaning making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic?
4. How did urban unified district superintendents use accounting crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic?
5. How did urban unified district superintendents use learning crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID 19 pandemic?
6. How did urban unified district superintendents describe their experiences as leaders
during the time of crisis?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
This study was conducted using a qualitative multiple case research design. The
team of eight peer researchers used qualitative multiple case design and artifact
instrumentation and data analysis to answer the research questions. The team of eight
peer researchers, in collaboration with their thematic team chairs, developed questions
that were aligned to each variable attribute in the five critical tasks of strategic crisis
leadership (Appendix E). The goal of the research was to include a small sample of
urban unified district superintendents to deeply capture the participants’ experiences in
the study to increase the validity and reliability of the findings and narrate their lived
experiences.
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The participant criteria for the study were delimited to five exemplary urban
unified district superintendents who had a minimum of 3 years of experience in their
position, and who had demonstrated successful leadership during a crisis. In addition, the
exemplary leaders in this study had to meet two or more of the following criteria:
• recognition by his or her peers
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
• membership in professional associations in his or her field
• participation in workshops, training or seminars focused on crisis leadership
Population
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined a population as “a group of individuals
or events from which a sample is drawn and to which results can be generated” (p. 489).
For this study, the researcher identified an overall population of 1,037 urban unified
district superintendents leading in California. The general population for this research
was determined to be too large to analyze a significant population. For that reason, the
researcher identified and narrowed the population size to 346 unified school districts,
representing 346 superintendents according to the California Department of Education
(CDE, 2019).
Sample
The sample in a study represents a group of people from a larger population,
whom a researcher is interested in studying (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Patton
(2015) stated that small samples provide the most important breakthroughs. Similarly,
Patton (2015) and Creswell (2003) defined a sample as a subset of the target population
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or sampling frame representing the whole population. The sample for this research
included five exemplary urban unified district superintendents leading in California. The
criteria for identifying an urban superintendent leading an urban district were defined as a
district having 10,000 or more students; a high English learner population; and disparities
of social, economic, and educational inequality (Welsh & Swain, 2020).
The researcher selected purposeful sampling to identify the five exemplary urban
unified district superintendents who led during the COVID-19 crisis. In purposeful
sampling, the participants are representatives of the population and target population, or
they have desired characteristics (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). A purposeful
criterion sample was used in the study, which means that the sample was available and
willing (Newhart & Patten, 2018). For this research, exemplary leaders are defined as
someone set apart from peers in a supreme manner, suitable behavior, principles, or
intentions that can be copied (Goodwin et al., 2014). For this study, all five urban unified
district superintendents leading with transformational strategies during COVID-19 were
interviewed via Zoom based on availability and schedules.
Major Findings Related to the Literature
In this qualitative multiple case study, data were analyzed and used to determine
major findings. The data from the semi structured open-ended interviews and artifacts
were aligned with the literature review. Major findings are presented for each of the five
critical tasks of strategic crisis leadership (sense making, decision making and
coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017), along with
the experiences exemplary leaders used during times of crisis.
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Major Finding 1: Urban Superintendents Collaborate Broadly Ensuring Clarity
and Depth of Understanding in Crisis
Urban unified district superintendents understand the importance of collaboration
as a fundamental strategy to lead in a time of crisis. D’Auria and De Smet (2020)
described that once leaders recognize a crisis, they need behaviors and mindsets to
prevent them from overreacting to yesterday’s developments and help them look ahead.
Leaders must set priorities and mobilize their organizations by promoting problem
solving under chaotic and high-stress situations while collaborating with a team network.
To further understand the depth of a crisis, leaders design teams with experts from
different fields to gather information, devise solutions, and put them into practice.
D’Auria and De Smet explained that leaders should foster collaboration and transparency
with their teams during a crisis.
Major Finding 2: Urban Superintendents Maximize Available Technology, Tools
and Applications to Ensure Breadth of Access
The coronavirus has tested leaders in every sector worldwide, including
embracing a vision for technology integration. Dirani et al. (2020) suggested that leading
with efficiency during COVID-19 requires learning and adaptability with the
technological revolution and the economic globalization in the postmodern economy.
During school closures, technology made it possible for virtual learning, virtual team
collaboration, and virtual meetings and leading. There is no one-size-fits-all definition
for an urban superintendent leading during COVID-19; therefore, continuing to maximize
digital learning for leaders will support the transformation of K-12 education.
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Major Finding 3: Urban Unified District Superintendents Rely on Relationship
Building and Caring for Others to Support Meaning Making
During their interviews, exemplary urban unified district superintendents
expressed that meaning making occurs predominantly through strategies of relationship
building and caring for others. The literature by Obal and Gao (2020) described that the
basis for building and sustaining long-term relationships is of mutual value with
stakeholders. Given the disruption of the COVID-19 health pandemic, relying on
relationship building as a strategy supports understanding each existing partner’s virtues
and limitations (Obal & Gao, 2020).
Additionally, crisis leaders can build relationships with key internal and external
partners. However, during a pandemic, trust, commitment, dependency, and relational
norms can quickly change when internal and external situations evolve quickly, such as
generating masks and disinfectants during a pandemic (Dwyer, Schurr, & Sejo, 1987).
According to Boin et al. (2016), the goal of a leader during a crisis is to make meaning of
a situation, and influence and convince affected citizens that they are being protected,
which is accomplished through relationship building.
Major Finding 4: Exemplary Urban Unified District Superintendents Demonstrate
Accountability During Times of Crisis
The role of the superintendent has evolved from 1865, from teacher-scholar,
business manager, statesman, social scientist, and communicator, to 2021, a crisis leader
(Hemmer & Elliff, 2020; Kowalski, 2006; Tooker, 2019). Urban unified district
superintendents practice the importance of accounting in a crisis. In this study, urban
unified district superintendents communicated that accounting occurs predominantly
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through taking responsibility for their decisions and putting students first. Accountability
impacts everyone in an organization and the decisions made before, during, and after the
postcrisis response. Boin et al. (2017) described that most organizations have difficulty
returning to precrisis normalcy, requiring crisis leaders to account for the decisions
during and after a crisis (Boin et al., 2017). In addition, employees who work for
exemplary leaders who demonstrated a safety-first strategy during the COVID-19 health
crisis revealed feeling safety (Hu, Yan, Casey, & Wu, 2021).
Major Finding 5: Urban Unified District Superintendents Seize Opportunities for
Reflection to Support Continual Learning and Growth
Exemplary urban unified district superintendents care about their employees as
people first and then as employees. Reflection on students and staff safety has been the
priority driver for all superintendents’ decisions during COVID-19 (Foster, 2020). Urban
unified district superintendents communicated that learning occurs predominantly
through self-reflection and opportunities for change. Learning for an urban unified
district superintendent is determining causes, assessing the strengths and weaknesses of
the responses, and taking actions based on new understanding, then recalibrating existing
beliefs, policies, and organizational structure supporting the success of the organization
(Argyris & Schon, 1978; Barnett & Pratt, 2000; Boin et al., 2017; House, 1999).
Although crises can be challenging for any leader to manage, they also present learning
opportunities.
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Major Finding 6: Urban Unified District Superintendents Model Organizational
Values in a Time of Crisis
A necessary characteristic of crisis leadership is the leader clearly expressing his
or her robust set of core values and their alignment to the values of the organization’s
mission and vision (Carlson & Perrewe, 1995). Urban unified district superintendents in
this study described using the value system of their organization as the decision-making
process during COVID-19. This study demonstrates that urban unified district
superintendents leading during COVID-19 require organizational strategies precrisis,
during the crisis, and postcrisis to restore credibility in an organization and leaders
(Bowen & Lovari, 2020).
Unexpected Findings
There were three unexpected findings from this qualitative multiple case study.
The first was with constantly changing data during COVID-19, superintendents
understood the critical balance between data analysis and decision making in leading
their organizations. The second was that COVID-19 transforms superintendents as
champions of equity. The third was that superintendents take care of others before caring
for themselves.
Unexpected Finding 1: With Constantly Changing Data During COVID-19, Urban
Unified District Superintendents Understood the Critical Balance Between Data
Analysis and Decision Making in Leading Their Organizations
It was clear that with the constantly changing data during COVID-19, these
superintendents understood the balance between decision making and data analysis to
lead their school districts. However, among the five interviews, data analysis had a 3%
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response rate, while decision making had a 5% response rate. According to McLeod and
Dulsky (2021), policymakers lacked an accurate description in the first months of
COVID-19, leaving superintendents to struggle with minimal knowledge and
information, impacting their decision-making and crisis leadership. Due to COVID-19
being a new global health pandemic, superintendents were challenged by local county
health departments’ ever-changing, flexible, and fluid targets and procedures.
Unexpected Finding 2: The Disparity of Outcomes and Effect on Disadvantage
Students Indicates a Driver to Transform Superintendents Into Champions of
Equity
P. M. Miller et al. (2011) and Jackson (2005) described urban education as a
phenomenon that has economic disparities, high levels of poverty, low academic
achievement, a diverse student population, fiscal problems, and lack of material and
human resources. Of the five interviews, leading with an equity lens had a 3% response
rate, while putting students first was 5%. It was clear that leading with equity lens is
important to urban unified district superintendents, yet it had the lowest rated frequency.
A. White et al. (2021) described that the health disparities and social inequities in
children of poverty put them at a more significant disadvantage during COVID-19
because of limited access to academic support and digital technology for online learning.
The interviews had additional references to technology inequities, food and learning loss,
and systemic racism occurring during the COVID-19 health pandemic. One
superintendent stated,
Getting out and talking about the critical race theory and how it is for
organizations to use interrogative plans to examine their practices and policies.
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Knowing that systemic racism is something that is a reality and managing that
during a crisis. At the same time, you have families who are the victims of social
injustice and systemic racism, while at the same time having people in your
district responsible for it, that’s a delicate balance. School districts have a moral
imperative to be anti-racist, there’s no middle ground.
Although schools support reducing social inequality, COVID-19 has challenged school
superintendents to support students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Codding et al.,
2020; Knudson & Cantor, 2020). Therefore, the disparity of outcomes and effect on
disadvantaged students and communities is a driver to transform superintendents into
champions of equity.
Unexpected Finding 3: Superintendents Take Care of Others Before Caring for
Themselves
To take care of others, leaders need to begin by taking care of themselves.
Leaders need to be physically, mentally, and emotionally balanced in every organization
to get up daily and support others during times of uncertainty (W. Johnson & Humble,
2020). The frequency of the five interviews with the urban superintendents revealed a
response rate of 7% in caring for others. School superintendents addressed students,
teachers, and families’ physical and social-emotional needs during COVID-19 (Boin &
McConnell, 2007; Hubbard et al., 2020), while they themselves need the emotional
support during crisis leadership. One superintendent indicated during the interviews,
“Something that I’ve taken very seriously, and I’ve had many of our staff members tell
me is how much they appreciate the fact that I’ve been very mindful of their own health,
and mental health because we’re people first.”
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Conclusions
From the findings of this study, the following conclusions were made based on
the exemplary urban unified district superintendent responses shared during the virtual
interviews.
Conclusion 1: Urban Superintendents Collaborate Broadly With All Stakeholders to
Successfully Lead in a Crisis
Based on the findings of this study and the review of the literature, the researcher
concluded that urban unified district superintendents who collaborate broadly with
external and internal stakeholders are successful in crisis leadership. This conclusion was
supported by 45% of the coded results from participant interviews and artifacts.
Additionally, the literature supports that collaboration is at the heart of crisis leadership
(Burnett, 1998). Furthermore, Sobral et al. (2020) described collaboration as fostering a
compelling narrative for the people leaders to serve to bring a sense of understanding,
safety, and control.
Conclusion 2: Urban Unified District Superintendents Use Communication Broadly
and With Intentionality for the Overall Effectiveness of a Crisis Response
Based on the findings and the review of the literature, it is concluded that urban
unified district superintendents who use all available forms of communication during a
crisis to share information, network, and create ties to gain access to resources are
effective in their crisis response. This conclusion is supported by 15% of the coded
results from participant interviews and artifacts. Furthermore, D’Auria and De Smet
(2020) described that effective crisis communication requires transparency and frequent
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updates to demonstrate that leaders are following the situation, adjusting their responses
as they learn more about the situation.
Conclusion 3: Urban Unified District Superintendents Show Care and Build
Relationships to Create a Strong Foundation That Withstands a Crisis
Based on the findings and the review of the literature, the researcher concluded
that superintendents who build relationships and show care within their organizations and
community create a strong foundation to successfully manage the stormy waters of crisis.
This conclusion is supported by 80% of coded results from participant interviews and
artifacts. The literature by Hasel (2013) described a leader becoming a rock in stormy
waters during a crisis. In addition, leaders who practice the five critical tasks of crisis
leadership will succeed in building relationships and managing a crisis (Boin et al.,
2016).
Conclusion 4: Self-Reflection, Learning, and Recalibration Are Critical to Crisis
Leadership
Based on the findings of this study and a review of the literature, it is concluded
that urban unified district superintendents who take the time to listen deeply, challenge
their assumptions and relearn, and who recalibrate as necessary are successful at crisis
leadership. After examining the interview responses and artifacts, the theme with the
highest frequency under learning was self-reflection. The responses for self-reflection
included 108 interview frequencies and two artifact frequencies, a total of 110, which
was 57% of the coded data for learning. Self-reflection had a frequency total of 110 and
represented 57% of the data for learning and 10% of the overall total 1,122 frequencies of
all responses coded by the researcher. Within the overarching theme of self-reflection
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were the four coded strategies challenging a leader’s assumption, be a careful listener,
importance of collaboration and communication, and leaders don’t have all the answers.
This conclusion is supported by Koehn (2020), indicating exemplary leaders’ job is to
provide hope, strength, a shared purpose, kindness, learning, and resiliency and recognize
the struggles and anxiety of employees about their health, finances, and jobs as
experienced during COVID-19. Additionally, Matthone (2015) described that leaders
develop strong critical, practical, inspirational, integrative, imaginative, and intuitive
thinking patterns during a crisis that mainly occurs in a leader’s mind and heart.
Conclusion 5: Organizational Values at the Center of Decision Making
Based on the findings and a review of the literature, it is concluded that urban
unified district superintendents who model fidelity to the organization’s values in crisis
leadership and decision making are seen as credible and trustworthy. According to Boin
and Hart (2003), Boin et al. (2013), and FEMA (2012), crisis leadership is described as a
crisis of unpredictable events or situations that develop rapidly, threatening the social
norms and core values of an organization and requiring leaders to respond to the safety,
security, health, and welfare of people and the organization. A leader is expected to lead
an organization during troubled times, which requires developing crisis leadership and
management (Preda & Stan, 2016). The conclusion is also supported by the 220
frequency interview responses with the identified themes of organizational values, all
hands on deck, and decision making. Crisis situations can be sudden and occur when
leaders least expect them. Bowen and Lovari (2020) stated that crisis management
cannot prevent all crises, yet it can save an organization time, money, credibility, and
trust among stakeholders and the public. Bell (2019) stated that leaders can manage
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better when they are aware of handling themselves and others during a crisis. To
conclude, crisis leadership and management require strategies to communicate among
stakeholders and the public during precrisis, crisis, and postcrisis and to restore
credibility in an organization and leaders (Bowen & Lovari, 2020).
Implications for Action
The ability for urban unified district superintendents to lead during a crisis is
essential. Superintendents who are able to identify crisis leadership strategies and
collaborate individually and collectively with educational partners will most likely be
successful in leading their school districts. The research indicates that the school
superintendent’s role requires a change from manager of resources and systems to that of
a transformational leader (Björk et al., 2014). The roles of strategic visionary, cultural
tone-setter, and coach are a hallmark of leadership (Kowalski, 2005), which is necessary
to lead during a crisis. The following discusses implications for action to support urban
unified district superintendents to lead in times of crisis.
Implication 1: Superintendents Benefit From Technology Leadership Competencies
and Implementation in Different Settings During Times of Crisis
The COVID-19 global health crisis has shuffled social norms and triggered a new
human era. Tools such as Zoom became pervasive during the COVID-19 pandemic, and
the need to acknowledge and maximize their influence is critical for school leaders. It is
left to authentic leadership to implement technology competencies in their organizations,
as described in the literature by Dirani et al. (2020). Exemplary urban unified district
superintendents must be required to attend an annual technology seminar coordinated by
the Association of California School Administrators Superintendents Council. The
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format will be a half-day of TED talk experiences with educational technology and
emerging technology influencers. The second half of the day will have separate breakout
sessions for urban, rural, suburban, and small school superintendents. Breakout sessions
will acknowledge the different knowledge and implementation skills necessary in
different settings.
Implication 2: Executive Coaching for the Implementation of Crisis Leadership
Strategies
Before assuming the superintendency, every superintendent should have an
executive coach to collaborate and communicate with. According to Harmeier (2016),
coaching is most successful when it is a partnership among a coach, executive (a
superintendent in this study), and the executive’s organization (a school district in this
study). In addition, Pardini (2003) stated that school leaders, unlike their peers in the
corporate world, do not receive as much leadership development and coaching; however,
they have twice the work and responsibility in their roles. Pardini further described that
lack of support for leaders is one of the reasons why leaders burn out; therefore,
superintendents’ contracts must include executive coaching. Coaching is confidential
and is aligned with the organization’s goals, objectives, and vision. Executive-level
coaching supports the superintendent’s leadership growth and development and should
include the findings in this study to support the success of crisis leadership.
Implication 3: Developing Critical Board Relationships
Maintaining consistency of leadership in a school district is an indicator of school
success. The most important group of people for superintendents is the school board
(Tooker, 2019). According to Petersen and Fusarelli (2001), the superintendents’
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relationship with the board is critical to the school district’s operation. The California
Department of Education, in cooperation with county offices of education, must ensure
annually that every superintendent and board of education undergoes Crucial
Conversations training with annual refresher courses to renew the meeting of the
requirement. The global health pandemic, COVID-19, has demonstrated the need for
superintendent-board solid relationship building to lead school districts successfully.
Implication 4: Social Justice and Equity
Training for superintendents on social justice will support their learning and
understanding of cultural intelligence to lead in an intercultural world. School
Superintendents Association (AASA), the Association of California School
Administrators (ACSA), the California Association of Latino Superintendents and
Administrators (CALSA) are all reputable entities in the field of superintendent
preparation and training. The three entities have a responsibility to ensure that
superintendents are prepared to lead in times of crisis. They must come together and
collaborate to develop a module of leading in times of crisis based on the principles of
Boin et al. (2016) and the findings of this study. This module would be shared broadly in
superintendent academies and made available for free by each entity. The module would
be a certificate program that could then be used by the superintendent in building their
skillset and resume.
Implication 5: Social Emotional Support
Leading social-emotional learning (SEL) is challenging yet fundamental for
superintendents and school districts (Buckle, 2021). Superintendents who receive SEL
strategies and training are more likely to lead with intentionality and build SEL into the

168

district’s vision and integrate it into the instructional program. Investing in a
superintendents’ learning on SEL practices can have positive long-term effects to recover
and support the educational community during and after a crisis. In cooperation with the
ACSA, CASEL will create biweekly content for superintendents in a “CASEL SEL
Lunch.” All superintendents will be invited, and throughout the various offerings,
superintendents will be showcased to share best practices. The content will center on
self-knowledge, regulation, and care. Additionally, it will share learning and best
practice on providing hope, meaning, and the fostering of resiliency in those they lead.
Implication 6: Leading With Political Intelligence and Organizational Values to
Foresee the Future of Crisis Leadership
According to P. C. White et al. (2016), leaders must dominate political
intelligence and a political vision to be able to maintain values and beliefs, world
awareness, and foresee the future. Superintendents who demonstrated political
intelligence and organizational values during COVID-19 were more successful in
communicating with their boards with a clear political vision to guide and control their
actions in support of students, staff, families, and communities. ACSA and AASA
Superintendent Academies (aspiring superintendents, new superintendents as well as the
annual Leadership Summit) must include a required modular on organizational values
development and implementation.
Implication 7: Virtual Team Building and Leadership Matters
A superintendents’ ability to lead virtual teams matters during a crisis. According
to Lepsinger and DeRosa (2010), “Leadership is the most important factor for the success
of virtual teams” (p. 152). Every superintendent must be required to be trained on
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leading virtual teams from associations such as ACSA, AASA, and CALSA at their
annual conferences. Additionally, ACSA’s and AASA’s annual conference must add
virtual team building workshops to provide superintendents the ability to have
interpersonal skills for virtual teamwork. Providing urban superintendents with the skills
to lead virtual teams will ensure their districts team-building success, while obtaining
educational objectives to lead a school district in times of crisis.
Implication 8: Communicating Through Technology and Social Media
During the coronavirus pandemic, superintendents and other district leaders
searched for creative ways to remain connected and communicate with students, families,
staff, and the community. As a result, superintendents who lacked technology skills to
communicate had to learn rapidly. Many superintendents learned to embrace technology
and social media such as Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and other platforms to remain
connected with their students, families and staff (Horan, 2020). Every superintendent
must be trained to use multiple technology and social media mediums to communicate
with families, students, principals, directors, county and state leaders, and staff. As
technology continues to advance, the research indicates the need for school leaders to be
technologically competent in multiple virtual platforms. Therefore, school district
superintendents must be required to attend an annual technology seminar coordinated by
the ACSA Superintendents Council.
Recommendations for Further Research
Recommendation 1: Replicate the Study
It is recommended that this study be replicated with other superintendents,
educational leaders, board members, and principals in other states beyond California.
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This study is done from the perspective of urban unified district superintendents leading
with transformational strategies during the COVID-19 global health crisis.
Recommendation 2: Replicate the Study With Female Superintendents
It is recommended that the study be replicated with female superintendents to
have a gender perspective of research for the implementation of the five critical tasks of
strategic crisis leadership.
Recommendation 3: Social Justice During Crisis Management
It is recommended that a qualitative multiple case study be undertaken through
the lens of social justice in crisis management. Addressing the multiple inequities during
a crisis for subgroups is a pressing issue in the United States. Therefore, connecting
educational inequities to diversity and student outcomes will benefit an innovative
approach to crisis leadership.
Recommendation 4: Meta Analysis
It is recommended that the thematic dissertations are combined into a metaanalysis to determine similarities and differences. This study can then be viewed from
eight researchers’ perspectives and the population used.
Recommendation 5: Healthy Living Results in Healthy Leading
It is recommended that a phenomenological study be undertaken in relation to
superintendents’ mental health and how they balance while leading in times of crisis. A
deeper understanding of how superintendents take care of themselves would support
others in a similar position and help them reflect on healthy living resulting in healthy
leading.
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Recommendation 6: Training for Leading in Times of Crisis
It is recommended that a comparative research study be done with AASA and
ACSA, and CALSA on how the urban superintendent academy is preparing and
supporting future and current urban superintendents to lead in times of crisis.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
The world rapidly and drastically changed due to the coronavirus pandemic,
leaving many educational leaders wondering how to cope with learning loss, inequities in
technology, and health and safety. Consequently, this sudden and unexpected reality
challenged and redefined the role of urban unified district superintendents from crisis
managers to transformational crisis leaders.
In America’s schools, the high number of minority students entering school in the
urban setting has increased, and the need to support and educate disadvantaged
populations is a challenging task. The role of the urban unified district superintendent to
successfully lead schools requires collaboration and trust to support all students to
become scholars and productive members of society.
Lochmiller (2021) described that a rapid adjustment and the necessity to learn
new skills, adopt new foci, and prioritize issues never faced before are necessary for the
survival of the urban unified district superintendent. As this study validated, despite
superintendents not having a playbook to lead during COVID-19, they met the demands
of public pressure, supported school communities, and safely returned students to inperson instruction. The work done by superintendents is at the same time admirable,
challenging, political, complex, and rewarding in the midst of the worst pandemic of the
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21st century. Their courageous leadership to help students, families, and staff during a
global health pandemic is no less than extraordinary.
As a school principal of 4 years and educator for 20 years, I will forever cherish
the date of March 13, 2020, when I received notice of a 2-week school closure, which
turned into a year and a half closure. I called my mentor to inform him that I was about
to close my school and he said a phrase that to this day captures my leadership journey,
“Diamonds and steel are created under extreme heat and pressure,” which guided my
crisis leadership and management. I proceeded to do what I know best, which is lead my
students, staff, families, and the community during such unprecedented and uncertain
times in our lifetime. Out of this great challenge would arise this dissertation, which
focuses on exemplary urban unified district superintendents leading and managing in
times of crisis.
This qualitative case study validated that leading in times of crisis requires urban
unified district superintendents to possess multiple crisis leadership strategies. The
challenge for all superintendents was how to lead their organization during a global
health pandemic with scarce resources, constantly changing guidance, and a heightened
political climate. Superintendents were expected to make informed decisions and have a
vision toward safety and student achievement.
The identified crisis leadership strategies in the research will benefit aspiring,
new, and tenured superintendents now and in future. I am optimistic that these findings
will be incorporated in future superintendent trainings, school boards, and educational
leaders. Leaders embraced the COVID-19 crisis reality and reprioritized, communicated,
led virtual teams, and generated a vision of optimism to improve the future state of their
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organization. Superintendents brought a great sense of hope as they led their school
districts to save K-12 education and support students, families, communities, and staff
members. Because of this research study and my own firsthand experiences in the field,
as an educational leader, I gained new perspectives and acquired new insights into
leading in times of crisis. I learned that the work of superintendents is at the same time
challenging yet rewarding and transformational. May every reader be inspired by the
courageous work of urban unified district superintendents, who tirelessly, and under
tremendous pressures during the global health pandemic of 2020, went above and beyond
to not only safely reopen schools but managed to preserve K-12 education.
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APPENDIX B
Invitation to Participate in Study
September ___, 2021
Dear Superintendent,
I am a doctoral candidate in the University of Massachusetts Doctorate of Education in
Organizational Leadership program in the School of Education. I am part of a thematic
dissertation team conducting research to identify and describe strategies exemplary urban unified
district superintendents used to lead during the COVID 19 pandemic. This letter serves as an
invitation for you to participate in a research study.
Purpose: It is the purpose of this qualitative multiple case study to identify and describe strategies
exemplary urban unified district superintendents used to lead in crisis using Boin’s Five Critical
Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership.
Procedures: If you choose to participate in this study, you will be invited to participate in a 60minute, one-on-one interview conducted on Zoom. I will ask a series of questions designed to
allow you to share your experience as an urban unified district superintendent in a unified school
district. The interview questions will assess specific strategies used to lead during the COVID-19
pandemic of 2020. The interview will be recorded for transcription purposes.
Risk, Inconveniences, and discomforts: There are no major risks to your participation in this
research study. The interview will be at a time and place, which is convenient for you.
Potential Benefits: There are no major benefits to you for participating; nonetheless, a potential
benefit may be that you will have an opportunity to add to the research regarding exemplary
leaders’ practices, policies, and experiences during a crisis. The information in the study is
intended to inform researchers and leaders about what exemplary urban unified superintendents
like you do to cultivate knowledge, experiences, and strategies to lead during a crisis.
Anonymity: If you agree to participate in the interview, you can be assured that it will be
completely confidential. No names will be attached to any notes or records from the interview.
All information will remain in locked files, accessible only to the researchers. No employer will
have access to the interview information. You will be free to stop the interview and withdraw
from the study at any time. You are also encouraged to ask any questions that will help you
understand how this study will be performed and/or how it will affect you. Feel free to contact the
principal investigator, Sandra Hernandez at shernan6@mail.umassglobal.edu or (Chair Advisor)
Dr. Cindy Petersen cpeterse@umassglobal.edu to answer any questions you may have. If you
have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or your rights as a participant, you
may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at
16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine CA 92618, 949-341-7641.
Sincerely,

Sandra Hernandez
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D.
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APPENDIX C
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
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APPENDIX D
Informed Consent
INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
INFORMATION ABOUT: Exemplary Urban Unified Superintendents Leading with
Transformational Strategies During the COVID-19 Global Health Crisis
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Sandra Hernandez, Ed.D. Candidate
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study
conducted by Sandra Hernandez, a doctoral candidate from the School of Education at
the University of Massachusetts. I am part of a research team studying urban unified
district superintendents leading during the COVID-19 pandemic using Arjen Boin’s Five
Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. This interview is to specifically investigate
what exemplary urban unified superintendents like you do to cultivate knowledge and to
share experiences and strategies that you have used to lead during crisis.
The interview (s) will last approximately 60 minutes and will be conducted in a one
on one interview setting.
I understand that:
a) There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I
understand that the Investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping codes
and research material in a locked file drawer that is available to the researcher.
b) ) I understand that the interview will be audio and visually recorded. The
recording will be available only to the researcher. The audio recordings will be
used to capture the interview dialogue as a text document and to ensure the
accuracy of the information collected during the interview. All information will
be identifier-redacted, and my confidentiality will be maintained. Upon
completion of the study, all recordings will be destroyed. All other data and
consents will be securely stored for three years after completion of data collection
and confidentially shredded or fully deleted.
c) The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the
research regarding exemplary leaders’ practices, policies, and experiences
during a crisis. The findings will be available to me at the conclusion of the
study and will provide new insights about this study in which I participated. I
understand that I will not be compensated for my participation.
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d) Any questions I have concerning my participation in this study will be answered
by Sandra Hernandez, UMass Global University Doctoral Candidate. I
understand that Mrs. Hernandez may be contacted by email at
shernan6@mail.umassglobal.edu or I may contact Dr. Cindy Petersen (Chair
Advisor) at cpeterse@umassglobal.edu.
e) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not
participate in the study, and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to
answer particular questions during the interview if I so choose. I understand
that I may refuse to participate or may withdraw from this study at any time
without any negative consequences. Also, the Investigator may stop the study at
any time.
f)

I also understand that no information that identifies me will be released without
my separate consent and that all identifiable information will be protected to the
limits allowed by law. If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed,
I will be informed and my consent re-obtained. I understand that if I have any
questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed consent
process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor Academic Affairs,
Brandman University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618
Telephone (949) 341-7641.

I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s
Bill of Rights.” I have read the above and understand it and hereby voluntarily consent to
the procedure(s) set forth.
_____________________________________
Signature of Participant

_____
Date

_____________________________________

_____

Signature of Principal Investigator

Date
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APPENDIX E
Crisis Leadership Interview Protocol
Crisis Leadership Interview Questions
Background Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Would you please state your name, title, and organization for the record.
Gender?
Age? 30-40 41-50 51-60, 61 and older
How long have you been in this position?

Sense Making
Sense Making is the process by which leaders give meaning to their collective
experiences and develop plausible images to comprehend, understand, explain, and
predict during crisis. It is a way of processing, communicating, and problem-solving
leading to actions that make sense and gives meaning (Boin et al., 2017; Smircich &
Morgan, 1982; Weick et al., 2005).
5. How did you go about collecting and processing information during the COVID19 crisis?
6. How did you communicate information that led to actions that made sense and
gave meaning to events?
7. How did you communicate the crisis plan to your organization in a manner they
could understand and helped reduce stress, fear, and anxiety?
Decision Making & Coordination
Decision Making and Coordination in crisis is the process of making well-informed
decisions that delineate a clear course of action, through analysis, planning,
communication, collaboration, and cooperation between partners and the expected value
to mitigate the crisis response (Boin et al., 2017, Crowe, 2013, FEMA, 2010, Johnson,
2018).
8. How did you make well-informed decisions that provided a clear course of action
during the pandemic?
9. How did you analyze, plan and communicate with your stakeholders?
10. How did you coordinate and collaborate with partners during the COVID 19
pandemic?
Meaning Making
Meaning Making is the communication of an authoritative account of a crisis situation to
those directly affected and the population as a whole, factually presenting a narrative that
shows empathy and instills confidence in framing of the crisis and response measures to
establish legitimacy and provide a sense of direction and hope to reduce fear and anxiety
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(Barnard, 1940; Arjen Boin, Hart, Stern, & Sundelius, 2017; Boin & McConnell, 2007;
Arjen Boin & Renaud, 2013; Helsloot & Groenendaal, 2017).
11. How did you determine what information needed to be communicated to people
in your organization that presented a factual narrative of the crisis?
12. How did you show empathy and care for your people in your organization that
stilled hope?
13. How did you provide a sense of direction and hope to reduce fear and anxiety in
your organization?
Crisis Accounting
Accounting is the willingness to “personally” take ownership for understanding and
accepting the task, taking actions to achieve agreed-upon results and answering the
results obtained, regardless of the outcome during an unexpected event that has high
levels of uncertainty and threat (Boin, 2019, Brändström, 2016, McGrath, & Whitty,
2015, & Sharpe, & Balderson, 2005).
14. How did you take personal responsibility as a leader during the COVID-19
pandemic?
15. How did you take ownership for the actions and agreed upon results regardless of
the outcome?
16. How did you feel about being accountable for the results of your actions in an
event that had a high degree of threat to the personal health and safety of
employees?
Crisis Learning
Learning is determining the causes of the crisis, assessing the strength and weakness of
the responses, and taking actions based on new understanding. Crisis learning is
recalibrating existing beliefs, policies, and organizational structure supporting the
success of the organization (Argyris and Schon 1978, Boin et al., 2017, Barnett & Pratt,
2000, House, 1999).
17. How did you assess the strengths and weaknesses of your response to the
COVID-19?
18. How did the COVID-19 pandemic, help you learn more about yourself as a
leader?
19. How has your experience from the COVID-19 crisis prepared you for future
crises?
Crisis Leadership
Crisis leadership is the ability of leaders to identify issues that have high levels of
uncertainty and threat, process information, set priorities, and make critical decisions that
influence and enable others to contribute to achievement of a common goal (Clark, 2016;
Tynan, Leon, & Jeung, 2017).
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16. How did you develop trust and care for people as the crisis threatened the
organization?
17. How did you make decisions that focused on the safety, security and health of the
people in your organization?
18. How did you demonstrate courage during the COVID-19 pandemic?
Conclusion: Thank you for your time today. I will send you a transcript of your
responses so you can review it for accuracy.
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APPENDIX F
Artifact Template
The Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
Dear Superintendent,
Based on the 5 areas of crisis management, I’m looking for any artifacts you might have
to provide a deeper knowledge about what you do in this area. You may email me at
shernan6@mail.umassglobal.edu or add the artifacts to the Google Drive HERE. Thank
you in advance for being part of this study. ~Sandra Hernandez, EdD Candidate
Critical Task

Sense Making

Decision Making
and Coordination

Meaning Making

Accounting

Learning

Definition

The process by which leaders give meaning to
their collective experiences and develop plausible
images to comprehend, understand, explain and
predict during a crisis. It is a way of processing,
communicating and problem solving, leading to
actions that make sense and give meaning.
The process of making well-informed decisions
that delineate a clear course of action, through
analysis,
planning,
communication,
collaboration, and cooperation between partners
and the expected value to mitigate the crisis
response.
The communication of an account of a crisis
situation to those directly affected, factually
presenting a narrative that shows empathy and
instills confidence in their framing of the crisis
and response measures to establish sense of
direction and hope to reduce fear and anxiety.
The willingness to “personally” take ownership
for understanding and accepting the task, taking
actions to achieve agreed-upon results and
answering the results obtained, regardless of the
outcome during an unexpected event that has high
levels of uncertainty and threat.
Determining the causes of the crisis, assessing
the strength and weakness of the responses, and
taking actions based on new understanding.
Crisis learning is recalibrating existing beliefs,
policies, and organizational structure supporting
the success of the organization.
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Artifact Samples
e.g., board agendas, newspaper
articles, strategic plan

APPENDIX G
Field-Test Participant Feedback Questions
While conducting the interview you should take notes of their clarification request or
comments about not being clear about the question. After you complete the interview ask
your field test interviewee the following clarifying questions. Try not to make it
another interview; just have a friendly conversation. Either script or record their
feedback so you can compare with the other two members of your team to develop your
feedback report on how to improve the interview questions.
1. How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample opportunities
to describe what you do as a leader when working with your team or staff?
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were
uncertain what was being asked?
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that
were confusing?
5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview... (I’m pretty new at
this)?
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APPENDIX H
Interview Feedback Reflection Questions
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set/experience. Gaining valuable insight about
your interview skills and affect with the interview will support your data gathering when
interviewing the actual participants. As the researcher you should reflect on the questions
below after completing the interview. You should also discuss the following reflection
questions with your ‘observer’ after completing the interview field test. The questions are
written from your prospective as the interviewer. However, you can verbalize your
thoughts with the observer and they can add valuable insight from their observation.

1. How long did the interview take? _____ Did the time seem to be appropriate?
2. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous?
3. Going into it, did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something
you could have done to be better prepared?
4. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that
was the case?
5. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think that was the
case?
6. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how
would you change it?
7. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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APPENDIX I
National Institute of Health- Protecting Human Research Participants
Certificate of Completion
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APPENDIX J
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